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ALWAYS DELIVERING BEYOND YOUR FANS’ EXPECTATIONS. THAT’S PROFESSIONAL GRADE. 
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MAGAZINE 


THIS 


> NFL 
12 Divisional playoff preview 
AFC the Broncos built their defense to stop the 


Colts, but they have another high-powered offense 
to worry about first. By Dan Pompei 


NEC sceattle’s Matt Hasselbeck was one of the 
league’s top three quarterbacks this season. If 
that’s news to you, you're not alone. By Paul Attner 
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> COLLEGE BASKETBALL 
20 Points of transition 


Memphis’ Darius Washington and Texas’ Daniel Gibson are 
learning that the evolution from scorer to playmaker takes time. 


By Mike DeCourcy 
> NBA 


22 The new life of Riley 


When you're a legend, you don’t have to prove. 
you're tough. In his second go-round with the »4 
Heat, prickly Pat has become darn near 3 
cuddly. By Ira Winderman 


fua\ias® > COLLEGE FOOTBALL 
7 26 Leapin’ Longhorns! 


KNOW IT ALL 


To Know List So Vince Young’s turning 
pro, huh? Well, guess what—maybe he 
shouldn't. 

6 On deck A gander at the week ahead. 
Plus, Bob Hille’s Starting 5. 

7 My Turn Tricia Garner takes a spin on 
the set of Wheel of Fortune. 

8 Your Turn Readers write, e-mail and 
vote about what's on their minds. 

8 Tony Dungy talks with James Brown on 
Sporting News Radio. Plus, Exposure. 
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56 DAVE KINDRED 
In '66, the champs couldn't 
sing their song. 


Gliding in on two swift, 
sweet feet, Vince Young 
stomped USC's streak 
and lifted Texas to a 
finish for the ages. 

By Tom Dienhart 


Online at SportingNews 


To subscribe to the Sporting News call 800-777-6785. 


Listen to Sporting News Radio online at radio.sportingnews.com 
or on XM Satellite Channel 143. 


Send your editorial comments or complaints to Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings at jfawlings @ sportingnews.com. 


COVER: TEXAS QB VINCE YOUNG BY ROBERT SEALE / TSN 
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LIST 


Young is 
amazing ... 
then again, 
no one is 
doubting 
his legs. 


Young said yes, but he 
should have said no 


No matter what NFL people tell Vince Young 
about his draft prospects—an AFC scout says 
Young initially might be evaluated as a top five pick 
but that predraft workouts could expose his flaws 
and drop his grade—he’s nowhere near ready to 
play at the next level. He made huge strides as a 
passer this season but has no experience as a 
quarterback in a pro-style formation. 

Texas runs a majority of its offensive sets from 
the shotgun; every NFL team runs a majority of its 
sets with the quarterback under center. Young 
hasn't been exposed to turning his back to the 
defense during a play-action fake then turning again 
and reading a defense. There’s a huge difference 


between taking a shotgun snap and watching the 
defense develop and recognizing a defense with a 
presnap read, turning your back and then having 
everything change before you turn back around. 

“He’s running a (shotgun) set now that he'll 
probably use 20 percent of the time in this league,” 
an NFC scout says. 

But there’s more to it than that. Young lacks 
velocity on certain throws, and he won't have 4 or 
5 seconds to find a receiver in the NFL as he does 
in college. Needless to say, Young’s decision is a 
major blow to the Longhorns (see page 30), who 
could be in huge trouble at the quarterback 
position. —VMatt Hayes 


‘The Dol p h j ns cou Id get j iggy in 06. : —Dennis Dillon's NFL Insider (page 36) 


Giants’ Manning issues guarantee: ‘We'll be back in the playoffs next year—and we will score’ 
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Kwan’s 
Olympics 
status is on ice 


The face of U.S. figure skating 
might not make it to Turin. A groin 
injury forced Michelle Kwan to 
pull out of this weekend's 
national championships, where 
the winner automatically 
qualifies for the Olympic team. 
The other two spots are selected 
by a committee that bases its 
decisions largely on results from 
the nationals. 

Kwan, the 2005 U.S. 
champion, has petitioned to be 
selected based on special 
circumstances. Realistically, 
Kwan, 25, wouldn’t have much of 
a shot at the gold if she went to 
Turin—she isn’t the jumper she 
needs to be for figure skating’s 
new age. But does a five-time 
world and nine-time U.S. 
champion deserve a little loyalty 
and one final trip to the 
Olympics? U.S. Figure 
Skating must decide. 
—Kara 
Yorio 


Kwan still is 
a vision on 
the ice—but 

her sport is 

powerthan =f 
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MICHAEL DWYER / AP 


Giants G.M. admits team should have kept Rivers 
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Put a little pigskin 
in your iPod 


We'll take this BCS system if the game that 
counts turns out like this year’s Rose Bowl— 
Texas’ 41-38 victory against Southern California 
drew 35.6 million viewers, making it the 
most-watched bowl game in 15 seasons, 
according to Nielsen Media Research. You can 
relive the four BCS games by downloading 


15-minute condensed versions from Apple’s 
iTunes for $1.99 each. Also, ESPN will be making 
content available on iTunes this month, including 
its Bobby Knight reality series. —Seth Elkin 


iTunes football fever— 
catch it. 


OO 


Video 


NBA analyst Kenny Smith 
kicked it with Google CEO 
Larry Page at the CES. 


DAMIAN DOVARGANES / AP 


Coming soon: the NBA on Googie 


With 28 football fields worth of giant plasma screens and 
next-generation gadgets, last week’s Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas 
was a sports fan’s paradise. 

®@ Video on demand was the buzz at CES, and the 
NBA is partnering with Google to make games 
available for downloading at $3.95 each. You'll need 
Google's free video player, and you'll have to be 
online to watch because of Google’s copy protection. 

@ XM satellite radio unveiled its Sportscaster 
receiver ($60), which has presets for the sports 
channels and a text channel to help navigate the 
service’s myriad game broadcasts. 

® Self Defense Technologies, Inc. demonstrated its 
android robotic boxer. The humanlike sparring 
partner can’t move its feet, but its upper body sticks 
and moves using programmed sequences or via 
remote control. And you thought Don King was 
boxing’s only puppet master. —S.E. 
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just don’t get hurt. 


NBA continues to dominate ratings war vs. NFL playoffs 


Ex-Hokies QB Vick to join Artest’s posse 


It’s prove-it time for the NHL 


NBC begins its coverage of the NHL on Saturday 
(2 p.m. ET) with three games, each shown regionally: Red 
Wings-Rangers, Stars-Bruins and Avalanche-Flyers. The 
network made a good first move by installing Mike Emrick, 
John Davidson and Pierre McGuire as its lead broadcast 
team, but now we'll learn whether this red line-free, 
shootout-happy league will be the same old ratings 
nightmare. This is the first of six NHL Saturdays on NBC 
through the end of the regular season, which will be followed 
by frustratingly incomplete coverage of the playoffs. —K. ¥ 


Glory Road 
sets the job done 


We know how this movie ends. We can 
call it the Titanic effect. But Glory Road, in 
theaters Friday, succeeds at keeping the 
audience interested in both the outcome 
on the court and the 1966 Texas Western 

national champion basketball players whose story it tells. 

The movie doesn’t stay completely true to life, but the basketball 
scenes are believable; imagine Remember the Titans on the 
hardwood. You don’t need to be a sports fan to enjoy this movie, 
and though the plot leans perhaps too heavily on the racism Texas 
Western's players experienced, the ending will leave you with a grin 
on your face. —Zach Bodendieck 


Orioles’ Sosa doesn't see ‘what the big deal is about Tejada anyway’ 
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VIN doles 


The week ahead in sports 


LeBron’s pretty good, 
but can he dunk? 


All times Eastern 


THIS | GOTTA 
SAT 14 


Redskins at Seahawks 
(4:30 p.m., FOX). Who 
needs an offense to 
win? Uh, the ’Skins— 
unless they want to get 
smoked in Seattle. 
Patriots at Broncos 

(8 p.m., CBS). It’s 
January, and the Pats 
are ... underdogs? We demand a criminal 
investigation! 

®@ Villanova at Texas (1 p.m., CBS). It's a 
fascinating matchup of one of the best backcourts in 
the land (‘Nova) and one of the best frontcourts 
(Texas). Aw, let’s just call 'em the best and pump up 
the volume on this sucker. 


MON 16 


Hard-core NBA fans will 
watch the Spurs—real 
title contenders—do 
their thing in Memphis 
(8 p.m.) in Game 1 of 
a TNT doubleheader, 
then millions more 
will pile in for 

the soapy 

contrivance that 

is Heat at 

Lakers (10:30). 


SUN 15 


Steelers at 
Colts (1 p.m., 
CBS). Indy 
mauled ‘em in 
the Dome back 
in November, in 
case you'd 
forgotten. 
Panthers at 
Bears (4:30 
p.m., FOX). 
Delhomme. 
Grossman. Not 
exactly Aikman 
vs. Young, but 
we'll take it. 


The BCS. 

I'm already in 

training for 
next year’s title 
game, the Fiesta 
Bowl. I’m doing 50 
“Arizona Cardinals, 
the third-best 
football team in 
Phoenix” jokes a day. 


The NFL 

playoffs. 

Think the 
Broncos regret 
cutting Maurice 
Clarett? It's the old 
NFL saying: One 
man’s rookie signing 
bonus is another 
man's $50,000 
bond. 


College 

hoops. 

Counterfeiters 
in Champaign are 
peddling Illinios 
tickets. Fortunately, 
most fans haven't 
been taken in 
because they're 
saving up, in case of 
another appearance 
/ | in the Final Fore. 
DARRON CUMMINGS / AP Draft 


preparation. 

| see the Bills 
rehired Marv Levy, 
80, this time as 
a vice president. 
You think they 
understand what the 
Senior Bowl is? 


The PGA. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


Denver QB Jake Plummer 


MORRY GASH / AP 


Remember back when we all were 
going to be captivated for, oh, a 
good 15 to 20 years by ‘Bron and 
'Melo? It's Cavs at Nuggets 

(9 p.m., ESPN)—and King James 
is reason aplenty to tune in. 


FRI 20 


Spurs at Heat (8 p.m., ESPN). 
Yeah, sure, Antoine Walker and 
Jason Williams have been playing in 
marquee games like this one their 
whole careers. Come to think of it, 
they might want to take a cue from 
Tim Duncan's effort level rather 
than Shaq’s. —Steve Greenberg 


TUE 17 


Illinois at Indiana (7 p.m., 
ESPN). No Deron Williams, 
-\_ no Luther Head, no Roger 
Powell? No problem—so 
| far. The Illini are cruising 
again at 15-1 but 
staring at a brutal 
frontcourt challenge 
from man’s man 
Marco Killingsworth 
_ and the big, tough 
' Hoosiers. 


COMING AT YOU 


In the January 27 issue 
College hoops halftime show. 
After 20 minutes—OK, fine, two months—it's still 


first half of the season and, just because we love 
you, pummel you with predictions and critical 


m 


anyone's ballgame. We'll hit the highlights of the N 


) zr iS 
information about what's in store on the road to Po; 
... Where's this year’s Final Four again? ® 
@ You haven't lived until you've taken in a Big ‘ ; 
Five basketball game at the Palestra in Philly. We'll show you why. 
® How's your favorite big-league team’s bullpen shaping up? Perhaps better—or worse—than you think. 
Bi There's this sport called football, and four teams will be trying to play their way into this little ol’ game 
called the Super Bowl. We'll toss some analysis at you in case you're interested. 


Philly flavor, Palestra style. 
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Wow, | blinked 

and missed 
the offseason. | feel 
bad for the players. 
They had to cut short 
vacations so they 
could get to the first 
tournament in Hawaii. 


“It’s pretty heavy,” says 
Jason Taylor, the 6-6, 
255-pound star of the 
Dolphins. “It’s a lot 
heavier than people 
think. You gotta give it 
some oomph.” 

He’s talking, of 
course, about the Wheel 
of Fortune wheel. I'm at a 
convention center in 
Fort Lauderdale, Fla., for 
the taping of the 
syndication staple’s NFL 
Players Week (January 23-27), 
and it’s all about the wheel. 

Every player backstage is 

talking about it. They've spun it in practice 
sessions, and apparently, it’s heavy. Like, 
really heavy. Like, there’s a decent chance 
you might not be able to get it all the way 
around, thereby cementing your status as 
the wussiest NFL player ever. 

What babies, | think. It’s a game show 
wheel! Not to mention, they're pro athletes! 
They're paid to be all rough and tough and 
buff! Naturally, now I’m dying to try it 
myself. | approach a P.R. person. “I really, 
really, really want to spin the wheel. Just to 
try it. Can I? Pleeeease?” 

She gives me a look. “Uh, maybe later.” 

Hmm. Well, at least it’s not a no. I’m led 
down a dark walkway to the set. The 
audience is packed with amped-up senior 
citizens. (It is a Tuesday morning, after all. 
And it is South Florida.) The first episode— 
they’re filming a week’s worth in one day— 
features Marshall Faulk (Rams), Deion 
Branch (Patriots) and Roy Williams 
(Cowboys). Roy is fired up. 
He’s beyond fired up. He's 
shaking and shimmying and 
dancing his way around the 
stage. There is absolutely 
nothing on earth he’d rather 
be doing than playing Wheel 
of Fortune. 

I pick up on a little sexual tension 
between Roy and his partner (a Texas Tech 
sorority girl) and tell him so after the show. 
“She was flirting with you,” I say. 

“She has a boyfriend!” he exclaims. 

“So? That doesn’t mean she can’t flirt.” 


What babies— 
they’re pro athletes! 
Aren’t they rough, 
tough and buff? 


I don’t think so.” 

“Are you sure? I was 
sensing a little something.” 

“Really?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“| don’t really think about things like 
that.” He pauses. “So who else is flirting with 
me? Since, you know, you've got the eye for 
it?” 

On that note, I return to the set for more 
tapings. The star of the afternoon is Denver 
kicker Jason Elam’s partner, Cathy. She’s so 
flustered she introduces Elam 
as “the Broncos’ 
quarterback” before 
mumbling something about 
field goals. She smacks Elam’s 
arm when she wants him to 
spin. Midway through the 
game, when the arrow 
narrowly misses “Bankrupt” and lands on 
$3,500, she looks up and asks, “What does 
that mean?” Pat Sajak: “Um ... it means 
you're fine.” Elam looks at her the way one 
would while indulging a child: He’s tolerant, 
patient and mildly amused. 
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leanwhile, | 
__ haven't given up 
on my quest to spin 
” heel. All day, I’ve 
: hovered. I've begged. I've 
pleaded. I've cajoled. And I’m running 
out of time. There is a very good chance I’m 
going to miss my flight home. But I can’t 
leave and not spin the wheel! 

Finally, my friend the P.R. person relents: 
“Go.” 

I bolt for the stage before she can change 
her mind. Up close, the wheel is downright 
tiny, much smaller than it looks on TV. 
Puh-lease, | think. I go to the middle 
contestant spot and casually push the wheel 
with one hand. It barely moves—we're 
talking maybe, maybe, two clicks of the 
arrow. I try again, with a little more oomph. 
The wheel goes about a quarter of the way 
around. I look up and see Taylor laughing. 
“It’s heavy!” I exclaim. Told you, says his 
expression. 

| put down everything I’m holding, grab 
on to the wheel with two hands and push as 
hard as I can. It manages one weak spin 
around, landing on $900. 

No kidding, I’ve broken a sweat. Forget a 
vowel. Can I buy a bubble bath? 


1/20/06 . 
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TURN 


| think we can go ahead and call the 
Heisman a big mistake. —Jacuzzitub via SportingNews.com 


Congrats to Vince Young, and 
especially Mack Brown, for 
winning a very emotional national 
championship. It hurts as an SC 
fan to have 
my team 
lose, but in 
the end | 
think Texas 
just 
wanted it 
more. At 
least the 
BCS got it 
right for once and had the two 
best teams playing each other. 
—evilerac via SportingNews.com 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


@ Matt Leinart seemed like a 
good choice for Sportsman of the 
Year (TSN, December 30) until he 
lost a game. Then he became 
Matt Whinert. Sportsmen are 
gracious in victory but also in 


defeat. The moniker “University of 
Spoiled Children” just got 
reinforced. —Jim Mathena, Cedar 
Hill, Texas 


If you were an NFL G.M. and had 
to hire one of these Mikes as your coach, 


which one would it be? 


SportingNews.com users os) Sporting News staff 
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Brian Calhoun and 


the Badgers— 
overrated? Uh, 
maybe we blew 
that one. 


@ In your 
December 23 
issue, you referred 
to Wisconsin as 
overrated. Well—as 
you can see from 
the outcome of the 
Capital One Bowl— 
Wisconsin is 
anything but 
overrated. It 
bothers me that 
the media don't 
give Wisconsin 
more respect. —Jace Bresina, 
Chippewa Falls, Wis. 


BRIAN MYRICK / AP 


@ Revoke Tim Brando’s writing 
privileges! Any so-called expert 
who goes 11-17 in his college 
bowl picks (TSN, December 23) 
doesn’t deserve to take up space 
in the SportinG News. On the 
other hand, nice job, Matt 
Hayes—18-10. —Mark Shiveley, 
Fort Worth, Texas 


@ Allen Iverson is one of the 
greatest NBA players of all time, 
and some people think he 
shouldn't be picked for Team 
USA? Name me 10 NBA players 
who aren't selfish. At least he 
wants to play for the team. 
—hashae via SportingNews.com 


@ Congratulations to Shaun 
Alexander for his first MVP award. 
I'm surprised Carson Palmer 
didn’t get more votes for what he 
did in Cincy, but Alexander the 
Great was clearly the MVP of 

the league. Peyton Manning also 
had an MVP-type season, but 
when doesn’t he? —phila6887 
via SportingNews.com 


5LOG ON 


From the blogs on sportingnews.com 


RE: 
Posted by Trojan#1 

If there’s any team | would have 
liked to have broken the Trojans’ 
streak, it's the 12-O0-—I'm sorry, the 
13-0—Longhorns. | now humbly 
bow down to Vince Young. 


RE: 
Posted by jjwins881s 

Young Chump Vick reminds me 
of a cartoon character that goes by 
the name Gargamel (The Smurfs). 
Gargamel felt inadequate in 
many ways, so to feel 
dominant, he picked 
on little smurfs much 
smaller than him. What 
he did with those 
smurfs we'll never 
know, but my point is 
that only the weak, 
pathetic, insecure 
person stomps on a 
man when he’s down. Well, 
Vick—what goes around 
comes around. 
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VICK: BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Posted by 
lakerkev 
The best 
name in all 
of sports is 
Pittsnogle. 
Kevin 
Pittsnogle 
from West 
Virginia. If | 
ever have a 
son, his 
first name 
will be 
Pittsnogle. 


CHRIS O'MEARA / AP 


Posted by Nittany_Tide 

It's the Olympics, baby! And it’s 
not the luge |’m excited for this 
year. It’s hockey! | think it's safe to 
Say it won't be another 50 years 
before Canada wins another gold. 
Canada could easily ice three 
teams, and all would compete for 
the gold. ... Actually, that’s a great 
idea. Maybe Latvia and Italy should 
be given rain checks. 
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NFL DIVISIONAL PLAYOFF PREVIEW 


o you feel that deja vu? Don’t be 

spooked. If the divisional round has a 

familiar feel about it, it’s because we 

have seen these four games before. Every 

one of them is a rematch of a game this 
season. 

The Bears welcome the Panthers back to 
Soldier Field, where Chicago won, 13-3, in Week 
11. But that was a learning experience, 
according to Carolina receiver Steve Smith. “You 
know how hard they hit, you know their 
tendencies and have seen it up close,” Smith 
told Sporting News Radio after the Panthers’ 
shutout of the Giants on Sunday. “It turns the 
chess match into a checkers match because 
there is no guessing anymore.” Well, some 
guessing might be in order. Rex Grossman now 
is the quarterback for Chicago, not rookie Kyle 
Orton. 

Ben Roethlisberger was a rookie in the 
playoffs for Pittsburgh a year ago, and now he 
heads to Indianapolis with another year of 
seasoning. The Steelers whipped the Bengals on 
Sunday and are perhaps the most feared No. 6 
seed in memory. Not that the Colts are shaking 
in their cleats. They finally have home-field 
advantage for the playoffs, and they thumped 
the Steelers, 26-7, at the RCA Dome in Week 12. 
Besides, a No. 6 seed has beaten a No. 1 seed as 
many times as the Lions have won a Super Bowl. 

Wouldn’t you know, the NFC has a 1 vs. 6 
matchup, too. The Redskins upset the Bucs to 
earn a trip to Seattle, where Matt Hasselbeck 
(see page 16), Shaun Alexander, Walter Jones 
and the rest of the powerful Seahawks offense 
wait. The Redskins dealt the Seahawks a 20-17 
overtime loss in Washington in Week 4, but 
Seattle won 11 straight after that game. It'll take 
another inspired effort by the Washington 
defense to slow this juggernaut. And maybe 
some Joe Gibbs magic. 

Of course, the most magical coach in recent 
years has been Bill Belichick. He’ll have 
something up his sleeve for the Patriots’ return 
trip to Denver, where the Broncos recorded a 
28-20 victory in Week 6. The Patriots face a 
Denver defense (see page 12) that was retooled 
with the Colts in mind after the Broncos were 
blown out of the playoffs by Indianapolis each of 
the past two years. But first Denver must deal 
with the Super Bowl champs, winners of a 
record 10 straight postseason games. Pulling off an upset was sweet for Cedrick Wilson and 

Another New England win? Talk about deja vu. the Steelers, but there won’t be much time to celebrate. : ~ 
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| This peekend S schedule 
(All times Eastern) 
SATURDAY 
Redskins at Seahawks, 4:30 p.m. (FOX) 
New England at Denver, 8 p.m. (CBS) 


SUNDAY 
Pittsburgh at Indianapolis, 1 p.m. (CBS) 
Carolina at Chicago, 4:30 p.m. (FOX) 


NFL DIVISIONAL PLAYOFF PREVIEW 
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Lynch (47) and Gold 
are important pieces 
of a defense that was 
built with one thing in 
mind: beating Indy. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 
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After changing personnel and strategy, 
the Broncos believe they're better suited to play the Colts. 
Of course, first they must beat the Patriots. By Dan Pompei 


n the dark, imposing shadows of 
John Elway and Peyton Manning, 
the Broncos finally see cracks of 
light. 

The Broncos tied for the 
second-best record in the regular 
season even though they played in the 
league’s toughest division, the AFC 
West. But their 13 victories will be 
eclipsed by one loss if their efforts in 
either of their next two games are in 
vain. First come the Patriots, then, 
most likely, the Colts. 

Of course, the Broncos have not 
won a playoff game since Elway skied 
into the sunset seven long years ago. 
Preventing them from doing so in 
domineering fashion the past two 
years have been Manning's Colts. 
Everything the Broncos have done 
since losing to the Colts last January 
has been directed at bringing light to 
those shadows. 

These Broncos are better 
positioned than ever to escape those 
shadows completely. “This team is 
designed to beat Indy,” safety John 
Lynch says. “It really is.” 

This, seven-year veteran Al Wilson 
says, is the best Broncos team he has 
been on. With the running game 
operating as well as any team’s and 
quarterback Jake Plummer managing 
the game splendidly, there is reason 
to concur with Wilson. 

This team’s most significant 
improvements are to the defense, the 
same defense that gave up 90 points 
to the Colts in their last two 
postseason meetings. Even though 
the Broncos allowed 547 more yards 
this season than last, they went from 
allowing 19.0 points per game to 16.1 
(third lowest in the NFL), and from 20 
takeaways to 36 (third highest). The 
defense seems to be peaking; Denver 
has allowed an average of 9.3 points 
over its last four games. Only two 
opposing running backs rushed for 
100 yards against the Broncos. 


ON 


With rookies Williams and Foxworth (22) contributing, 
the Denver secondary has sprouted some chest hair. 


Much of the credit for the 
defensive improvement goes to the 
Browns, who donated line coach 
Andre Patterson, tackles Gerard 
Warren and Michael Myers and ends 
Courtney Brown and Ebenezer 
Ekuban. 

Even though the Broncos finished 
with fewer sacks (28) than 30 teams, 
the pass rush produced sufficient 
pressure. In fact, the Broncos 
attribute their increase in takeaways 
to their line. 

Inspired by the Patriots, the 
Broncos began playing three-man 
fronts on occasion this season. They 
also have been more multiple in their 
looks and less predictable, at times 


being blitz crazy. 
“The Broncos 
gamble almost 
unnecessarily too 
much,” says Brian 
Baldinger, an 
analyst for FOX 
Sports and 
SPORTING NEws. 
“They'll walk nine 
guys up to the line 
of scrimmage and 
take the safeties 
out of the middle 
of the field. I've 
seen them walk 
guys up to the line 
every game this 
season. They 
haven't been 
burned that badly, 
partly because of 
their tremendous 
speed at 
linebacker, but 
when you get to 
the playoffs, 
somebody should 
be able to exploit 
that.” 

Perhaps it will 
be Tom Brady 

and the Patriots 

who will make the Broncos’ risks 
regrettable. “They have to be ready to 
be very multiple because the Patriots 
are multiple, and they can change 
from series to series,” Baldinger says. 
“Brady can spread you out and go 
shotgun and literally just play five on 
five outside on the edge and find the 
open guy with the best matchup. 
They also can put the tight ends and 
fullback on the field and play power 
football. And they can run play-action 
at you. So the Patriots can attack you 
with different ways, all with a great 
deal of success.” 

The Broncos enter the postseason 
healthier than they’ve been in a 
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Obsessed 
with slaying 
the giant 


You’ve seen this 
scenario before. 

One team gets 
completely dominated 
by another in a playoff 
game. The next year, the 
same postseason 
matchup produces the 
same lopsided result. 
Eventually, the losing 
team develops an 
obsession: slaying its 
personal giant. And what 
do you know, Goliath 
finally falls. 

It happened between 
the Colts and Patriots. 
After being bounced 
from the playoffs by New 
England in each of the 
past two seasons, the 
Colts finally got over the 
Patriot hump earlier this 
season. 

It happened between 
the Bucs and Eagles. 
The Eagles ended the 
Bucs’ 2000 and 2001 
seasons before the 
Bucs got revenge in 
the 2002 NFC 
championship game. 

Broncos safety John 
Lynch was on those 
Bucs teams, so he is 
familiar with the mind- 
set his team will need to 
overtake the Colts. 

“They whipped us the 
last two years,’ Lynch 
says. “But it is much like 
our situation in Tampa. 
Eventually for us to get 
where we wanted to get, 
we had to beat 
Philadelphia. We went 
into Philly in the 
championship game. We 
felt like we had the 
Super Bowl right there. If 
that’s what we have to 
do now to win the 
ultimate prize, that’s 
what we have to do. We 
feel like we can match 
up with anyone, 
including the Colts, but 
we have some work to 
do before we can get 
there” —DP 
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number of seasons. This is of 
particular significance if the 
opponent is the Colts. When the 
teams met last January, the 
Broncos were without starting 
cornerback Lenny Walls. When 
they met the year before, safety 
Nick Ferguson was out and 
cornerback Kelly Herndon was 
playing with a fractured hand. 

Compromised secondaries are 
to Manning what frogs are to 
biology students. While 
cornerback Champ Bailey 
contained Marvin Harrison last 
season, Reggie Wayne ran wild 
with 221 yards and two 
touchdowns. The previous season, 
Harrison was the problem; he had 
133 receiving yards and two TDs. 

The Denver secondary has 
sprouted some chest hair over the 
past year. With an eye on the 
Colts, the team used its first three 
draft picks on cornerbacks and 
hired veteran assistant Bob Slowik 
to show them the way. Darrent 
Williams and Domonique 
Foxworth have been strong 
contributors, and six-time Pro 
Bowl selectee Bailey has been 
outstanding. 

The Denver corners haven't 
been as vulnerable because less 
has been asked of them. The 
Broncos have played much more 
“off” technique this season, and 
much less “press.” More personal 
space enables cornerbacks to get 
a better look at the ball, which has 
contributed to the interceptions 
total. 

The cushion has helped the 
rookies, who are less vulnerable to 
double moves and pump fakes. 
And it has helped Bailey, who had 
a career-high eight interceptions. 
“He has an uncanny ability to 
break on the ball,” defensive 
coordinator Larry Coyer says. “A 
couple of times, he’s been the 
deep-third player (in zone) and 
he’s intercepted balls in the flat.” 

Bailey even has covered tight 
ends at times, which is part of the 
reason pass-catching tight ends 
haven't hurt the Broncos as much 
as in the past. In five games 
against tight ends who made the 
Pro Bowl this season (Antonio 
Gates, Tony Gonzalez and Jeremy 
Shockey), the Broncos held those 
players to an average of 3.6 
catches and 40.2 yards per game. 

Tight ends have been less 
threatening in part because of the 
Broncos’ development of a “big 
nickel” package that features 
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The Broncos attribute their increase in takeaways to the D-line, where 


safety Sam Brandon doing most of 
the matching up and in part 
because of their addition of 
free-agent linebacker Ian Gold. 
Wilson, D.J. Williams and Gold give 
the Broncos the fastest set of 
linebackers in the NFL. 

The Broncos addressed their 
deficiencies against the Colts in 
the tape room as well as the 
draft room. Coyer spent 
countless hours in the offseason 
studying each of the Colts’ 
previous 54 games. He paid 
particular attention to what the 
Patriots did that frustrated the 
Colts and picked the brains of 
some of his coaching friends 
who had more success against 
the Colts than he did. 

“We'll be better suited to play 
them,” Coyer promises. “I don’t 
think anybody wants to play them. 
But I think we have a better 
understanding of how we have to 
try to play them.” 

For the team that knows more 
about high altitudes than any, the 
playoff mountain doesn’t seem 
quite so high this time. TSN 
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Ekuban and others donated from Cleveland have put on the pressure. 


DIVISIONAL PLAYOFF MATCHUPS 


War Room scouts offer their unique take on this week’s AFC playoff matchups. For in-depth analysis, 
subscribe to the Pro Football War Room at warroom.sportingnews.com. 


Patriots at Broncos 


When New England has the ball: The Patriots are 
one of the best teams at running play-action after 
establishing the run. 

RBs Corey Dillon and Kevin 
Faulk need plenty of work 
early to keep one of the 
league’s best rushing 
defenses from attacking 
downhill. CB Champ Bailey 
will bite on a play-action 
fake, so look for Tom Brady 
to stretch the field. Denver 
needs MLB Al Wilson to 
lead the run defense but 
also get deep drops in zone coverage to allow Ss John 
Lynch and Nick Ferguson to play deep and wide. 

When Denver has the ball: RBs Mike Anderson 
and Tatum Bell will keep the defense honest, allowing 
Jake Plummer to fake the handoff and bootleg to his 
right. If the crossing TE Jeb Putzier is covered short, 
Plummer can look deep to WR Rod Smith or run for the 
first down. The Patriots must get excellent play against 
the bootleg from OLBs Rosevelt Colvin and Willie 
McGinest. The middle linebackers must play run first but 
wheel quickly and take away Putzier as he crosses. 

Bottom line: Brady is playing at a high level, and Bill 
Belichick will devise a defense that will force Plummer 
into mistakes. Pick: Patriots 24, Broncos 17. 


Steelers at Colts 


When Pittsburgh has the ball: The Steelers are a 
run-first team. RB Willie Parker has the speed to oe to 
the corner, and Jerome Bettis 
is the plugger inside the 
tackles. The Colts’ front seven 
is undersized, so look for Bettis 
to get more carries. SS Bob 
Sanders often will be in the 
box, and he'll go for the legs of 
the bigger Bettis and tackle 
him for minimal gains. The 
Colts must force QB Ben 
Roethlisberger to try to win the 
game with his arm. 

When Indianapolis has the ball: Once RB Edgerrin 
James gets the chains moving, look for Peyton Manning 
to freeze linebackers at the line with play-action fakes 
and hit his receivers on slant routes and deep 
post/corner routes. Pittsburgh’s 3-4 defense must get a 
solid push from NT Casey Hampton to force the run 
outside to the speedy linebackers. SS Troy Polamalu will 
disguise his blitz and coverage packages, hoping to make 
Manning, who calls plays at the line, guess wrong. 

Bottom line: Indy is healthy and playing at home. 
Last week, Pittsburgh beat Cincinnati minus the Bengals’ 
best player, Carson Palmer. Unless the Steelers knock out 
Manning early, too, the Colts will win. Pick: Colts 34, 
Steelers 20. 
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att Hasselbeck is 
one of Jay Leno’s 
most ardent fans. 
That’s what hurt 
so much. Here is 
Terry Bradshaw 
quizzing Leno, 
admittedly a 
sports innocent, about the Super 
Bowl. So what teams will be in the 
game? “Indy and Seattle,” 
responds Leno proudly. OK, who 
are their quarterbacks? “Peyton 
Manning,” Leno says. And 
Seattle? “Can't tell you.” 
Hasselbeck should be 
accustomed to it by now, these 
slights. His NFL career is built on 
a foundation of ego crushers, 
from having to settle for a berth 
in the lower-tier Blue-Gray game; 
to receiving an invitation, but 
never a plane ticket, to the NFL 
Scouting Combine; to being 
rejected by two super agents; to 
working out for just one NFL 
team, the Packers, who waited 
until the sixth round to draft him 
in 1998; to being cut in his rookie 
training camp and then being left 
out of the team picture because 
he was a practice squad player; 
to flopping so badly in Seattle 
after coming to the Seahawks as 
the franchise savior that he was 
booed once in warmups by the 
hometown fans. 
But Leno? Not Leno, too, not 
after a regular season in which 
Hasselbeck established himself as 


one of the league’s three best 
quarterbacks, not after helping 
the Seahawks to a franchise-best 
13-3 record, not after becoming 
everything he has always hoped 
to be: an essential player on a 
team with a legitimate shot at the 
league title. “That one,” says 
Hasselbeck, half-whimsically, 
“really bothered me.” 

Maybe if the Seahawks win the 
Super Bowl, Leno will come 
through with an invitation to his 
show. Wouldn't it be nice, after 
seven seasons, to sit on that 
couch, a place which for so many 
years has seemed beyond his 
reach? 

What Leno and everyone 
else would discover is that 
Hasselbeck, 30, is a delightful 
piece of work, a glib, 
self-deprecating, high-energy, 
nonstop gabber with a lightning 
mind and interests far beyond the 
NFL. He has this large personality 
that grabs you and floods you 
with insight, jokes, random 
comments, stories and, 
intriguingly, warm modesty. He 
also has a refreshing independent 
twinge; at Boston College he once 
angered his coaches by spending 
spring break in Jamaica ona 
mission with a humanitarian 
group. But a brashness bordering 
on arrogance that at once 
impressed and frustrated the 
Seahawks has been tempered by 
the scars of his pro football 


experience. Sure, he remains 
supremely confident. But no 
longer is he the man with all the 
solutions, certain that being 
around Brett Favre for three 
seasons automatically anointed 
him with wisdom to be a once 
and immediate hero. 

“I was totally oblivious to what 
others were seeing in me,” he 
says about the Hasselbeck who 
used to exist, the one who 
messed up his initial season in 
Seattle in 2001, resulting in his 
benching to start 2002 and what 
possibly could have been the end 
of his Seahawks opportunity. “I 
knew the offense better than 
anyone. | could fix things, coach 
teammates, help the coaches get 
on the right page. | was an idiot. 
And I was wrong.” 

When Hasselbeck came over in 
a March 2001 trade with the 
Packers, Mike Holmgren, who had 
been his first coach in Green Bay, 
told the Seattle faithful to trust 
him, that he was certain this 
newcomer, who had attempted 
just 29 NFL passes, would 
become the foundation of 
stability and success for a 
franchise that has not wona 
playoff game since 1984. What 
seemed so outrageously 
ridiculous at one point has 
become a prediction born of 
brilliance. Hasselbeck just 
finished his third straight 
productive season, received his 


Turn out 


If he leads the Seahawks to a championship, 
Matt Hasselbeck can leave the scars behind— 
and perhaps put his behind on Leno's couch By Pau! Attner 
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second Pro Bowl invitation, 
superbly directed the league’s 
No. 2 offense and nudged aside 
Favre as the best quarterback in 
the NFC. Yet with teammate 
Shaun Alexander earning MVP 
honors for his running brilliance, 
Hasselbeck still hasn’t received 
the acclaim and resulting 
attention warranted by his 
excellence. But if the 30-year-old 
Seahawks make their first Super 
Bowl appearance, Hasselbeck, 
more than any other player, will 
be most responsible. 

“He has such wonderful 
confidence, a moxie about him,” 
says 49ers offensive coordinator 
Mike McCarthy, who coached 
Hasselbeck for a season in Green 
Bay. “When he steps in the 
huddle, you want to play for him. 
He is a quarterback in a rhythm, 
in sync with his coach and 
receivers. It’s really impressive, 
as good as it gets in the league.” 


Who's Who of the NFL has 

touched Hasselbeck’s 

career. Eagles coach Andy 

Reid, then the Packers’ 

quarterbacks coach, 
convinced former Green Bay 
general manager Ron Wolf to 
draft Hasselbeck despite a career 
at Boston College that produced 
so-so numbers—he played much 
of his senior season with a 
broken right thumb—and 


the 
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essential player on a team 
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Hasselbeck has become an 
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With Alexander winning MVP honors, 
Hasselbeck still hasn’t received the 
attention warranted by his success. 


assorted conflicts with three 
head coaches, among them Tom 
Coughlin and Dan Henning. Reid 
became enamored with 
Hasselbeck after seeing him 
hustle 30 yards downfield 
following a pass reception that 
suddenly became a fumble which 
was recovered by BC once 
Hasselbeck dived and batted it to 
a teammate. 

Wolf relished drafting 
late-round quarterbacks (Aaron 
Brooks, Mark Brunell, Ty Detmer) 
for developmental purposes. And 
with Hasselbeck, at 6-4 and a 
weak 185 pounds, the Packers 
again had stumbled onto 
something special. “He possessed 
great talent, size, speed, 
quickness, the arm, the smarts, 
the escapability to make things 


happen when things break down,” 


Wolf says. “And once you get to 
know him, you root for him. It’s 
important to him to be good. 
Besides, he is a tremendous 
person, one of those people you 
are glad to see have success.” 
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This is all Hasselbeck ever has 
wanted; the son of 11-year NFL 
tight end Don Hasselbeck, Matt 
was a football brat, a former 
Patriots ballboy who just knew he 
could be a pro quarterback. 

Still, he was cut in his first 
camp, then re-signed to the 
practice squad, where he would 
help out with the scout special 
teams. With four games left, the 
Bears offered a contract and, 
because of injuries, a good 
chance to start immediately. But 
Chicago wouldn’t guarantee he 
could compete for the No. 1 spot 
the next year and Reid got him 
more money, so he happily 
stayed in Green Bay. But in 2001, 
the Packers needed a pass rusher, 
and Holmgren, entering his third 
year in Seattle, needed a 
quarterback to replace Jon Kitna. 
Green Bay almost traded 
Hasselbeck to Miami. But 
Holmgren convinced the Packers 
to deal with him instead, giving 
up the 10th pick in the draft plus 
a third-rounder. In return, Seattle 


Nt we 
got the 17th choice and 
Hasselbeck. Green Bay took 
defensive end Jamal Reynolds, a 
huge flop. Seattle used the 17th 
selection for guard Steve 
Hutchinson, a three-time Pro 
Bow! pick. 

But Hasselbeck’s New England 
edge (he was born and raised in 
Massachusetts) and almost-blank 
resume impressed neither 
Seahawks teammates nor fans; in 
his first radio interview, the host 
told him he had four minutes to 
justify the trade. “He tried too 
hard to be a leader,” center 
Robbie Tobeck says. And he 
clashed often with Holmgren. 
Hasselbeck wanted the freedom 
Favre enjoyed within his coach’s 
West Coast offense. The coaches 
demanded he follow the same 
path used by Holmgren to 
develop a young Favre: master 
option A before leaping to B, C or 
D. “He wanted to show us all he 
could do on every play—his 
footwork, arm, quickness— 
instead of doing what was 


\ 
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easiest,” says Jim Zorn, the 
quarterbacks coach and former 
Seahawks star. “He would tell me, 
‘I feel confined.’ I would say, 
‘Good. That's when you play your 
best.’ Now he is much more 
efficient.” 

When Hasselbeck was hurt 
that first year and backup Trent 
Dilfer excelled, the players began 
gravitating toward the No. 2 guy, 
a gifted leader. The Seahawks 
were 4-0 under Dilfer, 5-7 under 
Hasselbeck. Dilfer’s teammates 
wanted him to start in 2002; 
Holmgren finally agreed. 
Hasselbeck was devastated. “I see 
now | was uncoachable,” 
Hasselbeck says. “I thought it was 
over for me in Seattle. ‘He’s no 
good,’ that’s what the city was 
saying.” 


t is Dilfer, whose own career 
was resurrected in Seattle 
after the Ravens released him 
after the 2000 Super Bowl 
season, who saved 
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Hasselbeck. The quarterbacks 
became good friends; now 
Hasselbeck studied Dilfer. What 
does he have that I don’t? “I kept 
telling him he was so much better 
than me,” Dilfer says. “But I was a 
better quarterback.” The players 
liked Dilfer because they saw he 
wasn't out for himself, that he 
played to make them better. The 
coaches liked him because he 
grasped what Holmgren wanted. 
“Mike would tell Matt and me, 
‘You both are so smart and 
instinctive, but you screw it up by 
thinking,’ ” Dilfer says. “I saw 
what he wanted. Do it his way, do 
it simple. Turn off your brain. 
Matt’s great now because he 
doesn’t think, he just plays 
instinctively.” 

When Dilfer hurt his knee in 
the preseason—he missed the 
2002 opener—an angry Holmgren 
told the lineman who allowed his 
quarterback to be hit, “Thanks for 
ruining our season.” Then Dilfer 
ripped his Achilles’ tendon 
against Dallas in the seventh 
game and the job became 
Hasselbeck’s again. He stepped 
into the huddle against the 
Cowboys and told his teammates 
they were going to win. “It 
became his defining moment 
here,” Tobeck says. “He took 
charge. After all he had been 
through, it showed us 
something.” The Seahawks won 
four of their last six games and 
Hasselbeck excelled. 

Since then, he and the team 
have grown steadily. He’s now a 
solid 230—“I needed to look good 
in my uniform, that actually was 
my motivation”—and his play 
this season has been exceptional: 
24 touchdowns, just nine 
interceptions, 3,459 yards, a 65.5 
completion percentage, an 
NFC-high and team-record 98.2 
passer rating. His 135.5 rating in 
December was the fourth highest 
in NFL history for that month. 
And all this came despite missing 
his two top receivers, Darrell 
Jackson and Bobby Engram, for a 
combined 13 starts. But at least 
all the receivers have better 
hands; after averaging 44 drops 
the previous two seasons, they 
cut that total by half. 

“I'm so proud of Matt,” 
Holmgren says. “He's a mentally 
tough guy, and I know I coached 
him hard and he was angry with 
me, but we've finally developed a 
trust and things have taken off. 


Hasselbeck has nudged aside Favre as the best quarterback in the NFC. 


He’s less emotional and he’s 
learned to be a better leader. He’s 
really mastered the offense; he’s 
become an extension of me on 
the field. We can do so much now 
that we couldn’t before.” 

If not for Dilfer, who was 
traded last offseason to 
Cleveland, Hasselbeck is 
convinced none of this would be 
happening. “It was hard. | had to 
swallow a lot of pride,” he says. 


“But I saw how much better Trent 
handled everything, how much 
more professional he was, how 
he worked harder and was a 
better teammate. I would get mad 
at Mike when he yelled at me but 
Trent, he would just tell Mike, 
‘OK.’ It was like, wow, that’s how 
you do it.” When Dilfer’s 
2-year-old son died suddenly in 
April 2003, it was Hasselbeck 
who helped persuade his friend 
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to go to training camp, then 
counseled him through many 
long, tearful nights. “He is an 
awesome human being,” Dilfer 
says, “a great friend, as good as 
you could ever hope for.” This 
season, Dilfer taped the 
Seahawks’ games and the two 
talk weekly, in part to discuss 
Hasselbeck’s performance. 

But Dilfer did fail in one area. 
He didn’t school Hasselbeck 
properly about tasteful clothing. 
“It’s embarrassing the clothes he 
wears,” says Tobeck, muzzling a 
grin. “And the sad thing is, he 
thinks he looks good. The 
offensive line might be the only 
guys on the team who like him. 
But it’s from pity.” He certainly 
can afford good stuff. He signed a 
six-year, $47 million contract in 
the offseason, a reflection of the 
star he has become, a star 
prodded at all times by the fire 
and hunger born from all the 
early slights. “All those things 
have shaped who I am,” he says. 
“You want to prove people 
wrong.” 

Now, if only Leno can 
remember his name. TSN 


FC divisional playoff matchups 


War Roo oe eae unique take on this week's NFC = Baer matenUps For ee! analysis, 
8 


When Washington has the ball: The Redskins’ 
offense struggled against the Bucs, and RB Clinton 
Portis (shoulders) isn’t 100 percent. By getting the ball 
to H-back Chris Cooley on 
quick-hitting routes, the 


Redskins can get QB Mark 

Brunell into the game early, ul 
take pressure off Portis and £ 
open up the downfield passes ied 
to WR Santana Moss. LT Chris S 
Samuels struggled blocking = 
Tampa Bay's Simeon Rice. 2 
Look for Seattle to attack Alexander 


Samuels with DE Grant Wistrom and OLB Leroy Hill. 
When Seattle has the ball: With Redskins 
DE Renaldo Wynn (arm) out, look for the Seahawks to 
buck their trend of running behind LT Walter Jones and 
LG Steve Hutchinson and instead run right. RT Sean 
Locklear has the strength to collapse DE Demetric 
Evans. By allowing OLBs Marcus Washington and LaVar 
Arrington to line up on the line of scrimmage, the 
Redskins can hold the point of attack and try to keep 
RB Shaun Alexander from getting to the corner. 
Bottom line: The Redskins’ offense again will 
struggle against an opportunistic Seattle defense, and 
the well-rested Seahawks offensive line will overpower 
the outstanding Redskins run defense. 
Pick: Seahawks 24, Redskins 10. 


Panthers at Bears 


When Carolina has the ball: By getting the running 
game going, the Panthers can force LBs Brian Urlacher 
and Lance Briggs to crowd the line, leaving openings in 
the secondary for WR Steve 
Smith. The Bears’ front four 
can generate an effective pass 
rush without blitzing, so 
Urlacher will spy RB DeShaun 
Foster. With DEs Alex Brown 
and Adewale Ogunleye 
screaming off the edges and 
DT Tommie Harris inside, 

Ss Mike Brown and Chris 
Harris can help double-team Smith. 

When Chicago has the ball: The Bears’ offense is a 
run-first, pass-second unit. DEs Julius Peppers and Mike 
Rucker both get off the ball so quickly they can be forced 
upfield, creating running seams. Once the running game 
is established, QB Rex Grossman can start to find 
WR Muhsin Muhammad across the middle. The Panthers 
will need OLBs Will Witherspoon and Brandon Short to 
play strong at the point of attack. With Chicago's lack of a 
true passing game, FS Mike Minter will play closer to the 
line to take away the run. 

Bottom line: The defenses will be evenly matched, 
but Carolina will force the inexperienced Grossman into 
turnovers, securing a Panthers victory. Pick: Panthers 
17, Bears 10. 
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Points of 
transition 


Memphis’ 
Texas’ 


and 


are learning that 


the evolution from scorer to playmaker 
takes time By Mike DeCourcy 


hey chose different 

universities to major in 
the same subject: point 
guard. Darius Washington 
is a sophomore at 
Memphis. Daniel Gibson is 
a sophomore at Texas. 
Their course of study might 
be the most challenging 
offered at the 

undergraduate level. 

Oh, sure, the pre-med folks 
always are complaining about the 
agony of organic chemistry, but 
there are lots of doctors around, 
so somebody is passing. But how 
many guys in the NBA were made 
into point guards? Most were 
born into it. 

“Coming in, I had no idea the 
position is as tough as it is,” 
Gibson says. 

“You get frustrated 
sometimes,” Washington says. 

Duke’s Greg Paulus is such a 
natural point guard he not only 
has run a team in basketball but 
also in football—as an 
All-American high school 
quarterback. A freshman, he has 
faced both Washington and 
Gibson. 

“Both of them can score,” 
Paulus says. “It’s a tough 
transition from being a scorer to 
setting everybody up. That’s one 
way of looking at it. The other 
way of looking at it is that you’re 
more dangerous because you can 
score as well as get guys 
involved.” 

Washington always has had the 
ball in his hands. Gibson, too. But 
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in high school, they looked to 
score. Playing point guard means 
directing the offense and defense, 
and neither is getting to figure 
that out in private. Each plays for 
a national championship 
contender, and each player's 
conversion from high school 
scoring star to collegiate 
playmaker impacts his team’s 
pursuit of the Final Four. 

They were in the 2004 
McDonald’s All-American game 
together. They have played 
against each other in both of their 
college seasons. Each is listed at 
6-2, though neither seems that 
tall. They face the same 
challenge. They have much to 
talk about. But they don’t. Gibson 
and Washington are not really 
friends, but maybe they should 
get to know each other. Who else 
knows what they’re going 
through? 


ashington has endured 

a more harrowing 

moment on the court. 

We all saw it. Two 

missed free throws 
with an NCAA Tournament bid at 
stake is a much bigger deal than a 
missed layup early in a January 
nonconference game against 
Texas. 

This time, though, Washington 
gets no hug from his coach, John 
Calipari. This time, he gets a full 
dose of Calipari’s criticism. 
Washington might have been 
fouled on the play, but officials 
didn’t see it and Coach Cal didn’t 
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As a point guard, 
Washington might not 
get so many swoops 
to the hoop. 


You could say the spin move. 
It's nothing | plan to do. 
It’s just like reaction. 


He Got Game. 


Classical music, rap, all that. 
When I'm on a plane, classical 
music relaxes my mind. 


Martin. 


Honey buns. 


English. | love to write. 


Chauncey Billups, basically. 
Baron Davis. 


Probably my left hand, an 
in-and-out crossover. 


Above the Rim. 


Lil’ Wayne, 50 Cent. 


The Jamie Foxx Show. 


Hamburgers, hands down. 


Psychology. 


Chauncey Billups. 


Gibson is learning that 
running the point isn’t 
as easy as it looks 
—especially without a 
perimeter threat. 


see it, so it doesn’t count. It looks 
like another forced Memphis 
brick in a game featuring so many 
forced Memphis bricks you could 
build a pyramid with them. 

So his coach lets him have it. 
Sometimes, because so much is 
possible for this player and this 
team, Calipari admits he can be 
too hard on Washington. 

“He’s one that when you get on 
him it hurts him a little bit,” 
Calipari says. “It hurts him 
because he and I have sucha 
good relationship. And I know 
that, which means he’s got to be 
so bad at that point that he needs 
to be hurt.” 

Only a week earlier against 
Gonzaga, Washington offered one 
of the best performances of any 
point guard this season: 22 points, 
10 assists and dominance during 
the closing stages of the game. 

When the Tigers made only 
one of their first 14 shots against 
Texas, however, Washington 
began searching for ways to 
generate offense. For Washington, 
who averaged 31.2 points as a 
high school senior in Orlando, 
that means looking too hard at 
the basket. “It’s natural,” Calipari 
says. “At the end of this year he'll 
be fine ... because he listens. He'll 
play exactly how I want him to 
play. He doesn’t fight me.” 

Washington has been bothered 
by a deep thigh bruise since the 
second game of the season and 
plays wearing football-style thigh 
pads. Most of the time, he is not 
as quick or dynamic as he could 
be. He also occasionally forgets to 
huddle his team when there’s a 
break. Washington still is learning 
that being a point guard means 
taking charge. 

With more talented teammates 
than he had a year ago—senior 
Rodney Carney and freshmen 
Chris Douglas-Roberts, Shawne 
Williams and Antonio Anderson 
are the deepest collection of 
wings on any team—Washington 
no longer has to be the principal 
source of scoring. 

“Can you run a team? Can you 
run it when you're playing bad? 
Not yet,” Calipari says. “But can 
he do it by the end of the year? 
That’s our hope.” 


hat is not Gibson bringing 
the ball up the court 
against Memphis. Things 
have changed since the 
season began. It became 


obvious, partly through humbling 
defeats against Duke and 
Tennessee, that Gibson’s progress 
at point would stall as long as 
Texas lacked the kind of 
perimeter scoring that, well, 
Gibson could provide. 

To put it in terms a true Horn 
would understand: Vince Young 
wouldn’t be much of a 
quarterback if he had to throw 
the ball and catch it. 

If erstwhile recruit C.J. Miles 
had not entered the NBA draft, 
Gibson might be continuing his 
full-time point guard education. 
“Coach (Rick) Barnes says he 
wants me out on the wing, being 
aggressive and attacking,” Gibson 
says. “As long as in the last four 
minutes of the game | have the 
ball, it'll be good.” 

The original shooting guard, 
Kenton Paulino, wasn’t dangerous 
enough as a scorer, but he has a 
nice feel for the game. So he'll 
share most of the point guard 
duties with freshman A.J. Abrams. 

After averaging 10.1 points and 
3.1 assists in the first 10 games, 
Gibson has scored 15.3 points per 
game in his four most recent 
outings with no corresponding 
decline in assists. His early 
3-point success against Memphis 
helped the Longhorns gain 
confidence and stretched the 
Tigers’ defense so big men PJ. 
Tucker and LaMarcus Aldridge 
could succeed inside. Texas 
gained its most important victory. 

Most of Gibson’s ongoing 
education in the art of the point 
has been about valuing the ball. 
He averaged 3.1 turnovers his 
first season and has improved 
only slightly on that, to 2.8. 

“| think it takes time to learn 
that position when you're not a 
natural point guard,” Barnes says. 
“A guy like Chauncey Billups, the 
way he’s developed—it takes 
time. 

“The thing about Daniel is he’s 
willing to do whatever you want 
him to do. He knows where he is. 
He’s the first one to tell you he 
wants to be more than a guy who 
just shoots the ball.” 

That has been the plan since 
Gibson arrived at Texas, same as 
it has been for Washington at 
Memphis. Scoring is fun. Winning 
is more fun. It doesn’t have to be 
one or the other, but it’s clear 
which needs to be the priority. 
That was the first lesson each 
player learned. TSN 
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LIFE of 


ven before Pat Riley opens the door from his 
office suite that overlooks Biscayne Bay to 
walk onto the practice court at 
AmericanAirlines Arena, his players brace 
for the worst. Instructions are to be on the 
court, ready for work, at noon. Needless to 
say, none of the players has plans scheduled 
for the afternoon. Or early evening. 

Practices broke at about 1:30 when Stan Van 
Gundy was the coach. But now—more than two 
years after Riley left the Heat’s bench for the front 
office—Riley is about to conduct his first full 
practice with the team. His players get what they 
have been bracing for—more than three hours of 
sweat, strategy and stimulation. 

They also get something they never would 
have gotten from the younger, intimidating, 
win-or-misery Riley: fair warning. 

“He told us, ‘Look, I want you to bear with me 
because I’m going to be doing things different, and 
| want you guys to know,’ ” says backup center 
Alonzo Mourning. As the lone player on the roster 
from Riley’s previous tenure as Heat coach, 
Mourning truly can appreciate the difference. “The 
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When you're a legend, you 
don't have to prove you're 
tough. In his second go-round 
with the Heat, prickly Pat has 
become darn near cuddly. 
By Ira Winderman 


time before he wasn’t concerned with us knowing 
how much time we were going to be on the court 
or making us aware that we were going to be out 
here awhile. We just did it. For him to tell us, ‘Look, 
bear with me. I’m going to be out here awhile.’ 
That’s a change.” 

Much has changed in the NBA since Riley last 
coached. The Lakers have fallen. The Pistons have 
risen. And the young, athletic wave of LeBron 
James, Carmelo Anthony and the Heat’s Dwyane 
Wade have pushed the game away from the 
lockdown defensive style Riley had come to 
represent. The coach famous for his intensity and 
dictatorial ways is different, too. He has, for lack of 
a better word, mellowed. This Riley says things like 
“I've forgotten everything I used to know” and “It’s 
not about winning the championships. That’s the 
symbol.” He talks about his work with his players 
as a partnership. “I think I can accomplish the 
same things without the hurt and the insulting I 
used to do to try to get players to do things they 
don’t want to do,” he says. 

Concessions are made for what his players can’t 
do instead of insisting every player be a shutdown 
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Riley knows 
the secret to 
keeping 
O’Neal 
motivated is 
making him 

~~ feel like 
the most 
important 
player on the 
team. 


. 23 


defender and march in lock step 
to the playbook. He accepts his 
players’ instincts, often waving 
them forward to orchestrate a 
fast break instead of pulling them 
back and making his play call the 
only option. 

After his first four weeks on the 
job, however, one thing hasn’t 
changed: Riley still knows how 
to reach his players. Whether 
you believe his return was a 
coup or a move of compassion 
for Van Gundy, the Heat has 
begun to play better. After an 
underachieving 11-10 start with 
Van Gundy, Miami—which got 
Shaquille O'Neal back from an 
ankle injury—is 8-5 under Riley 
and has looked more like the 
championship contender it was 
expected to be. As Lakers coach 
Phil Jackson says, “Sometimes, 
when the principal comes down 
to the classroom, everybody 
behaves a little better.” 

Riley executed his first change 
almost immediately, making it 
clear O’Neal was not going to be a 
$20 million-a-year decoy. Though 
Riley's greatest front office 
moment—even grander than 
hijacking O’Neal from the 
Lakers—was the selection of the 
sensational Wade with the No. 5 
pick in the 2003 draft, it took only 
minutes for the new coach to 
declare the Heat O’Neal’s team. 

It was a shrewd move beyond 
its obviousness. Wade is 
relatively humble, and there is 
little need to win his affections. 
But as Jackson found out in Los 
Angeles, motivation is an ongoing 
challenge with O'Neal. Shaq has 
denied the innuendo that he 
politicked for a coaching change, 
but he has been far more 
amenable to suggestions from 
Riley. “I know his resume. 
Whatever he says do, we've just 
got to do,” O’Neal says. 


Improved security 


a 
Riley’s best move as an exec’ 


se 


utive was drafting Wade; now Riley gets to 
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determine firsthand how Wade is used. 


“Everyone knows | respond to 
intensity well anyway.” 

After making O’Neal the man, 
Riley immediately began to drop 
hints about O’Neal’s losing 
weight, working more on his jump 
hook, avoiding clumsy fouls and 
actually helping on defense every 
now and then. O’Neal disagrees 
about the weight issue, but 
otherwise he has offered Riley 
total support. 

Similar respect for the new 
coach can be found throughout 
the veteran-laced roster. Gary 
Payton seemingly has been reborn. 
James Posey has moved closer to 
buying into the team’s stringent 
defensive precepts. Mourning, 
outstanding in O’Neal’s 18-game 
absence, has relinquished playing 
time willingly. Jason Williams has 
stepped up his offense. And 
Antoine Walker has cut back on 
forcing the action. 

All this has given the Heat a 
mind-set it never quite got under 
Van Gundy—thinking that its 
offseason roster overhaul just 
might work. “If guys want to get it 
done, they should and better 
listen or we'll be 
doing the same thing 


we did last year, talking about 
what we should have done,” 
O'Neal says. 


It’s all on Riley 


Unlike Jackson and Larry 
Brown, whose coaching fates 
have been cast to the personnel 
whims of others, Riley’s 
comeback is all on him. Having 
determined the group that 


As Lakers coach Phil Jackson says, 
‘Sometimes, when the principal 
comes down to the classroom, 
everybody behaves a little better.’ 


Maybe it’s because of all the turnover in recent years. Maybe it’s because a handful of coaches—Phil Jackson, Larry 
Brown, Jerry Sloan, Gregg Popovich, Nate McMillan among them—are untouchable or at least have contracts that 
make them untouchable. Maybe it’s because some of the new guys—such as Mike Brown, Terry Stotts and Avery 
Johnson—have been doing such solid jobs. Whatever the reasons, this does not look like a season in which coaches 
have to worry about job security as much as they did the past few years. Of course, as Bob Weiss learned last week in 
Seattle, not everyone has as much job security as Pat Riley. —Stan McNeal 


Coach, team Odds* 
Rick Adelman, Kings 8:1 
Sam Mitchell, Raptors 10:1 
Mike Woodson, Hawks 12:1 


*Odds of being fired before the All-Star break. 
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Seems like if he were going to be fired, he already would have been. 
He hasn't exactly turned around his team but still has support in the front office. 
Would anyone outside Atlanta even notice? 


advanced to within two minutes 
of The Finals last season was not 
a legitimate contender, he ripped 
apart his roster. In came Walker, 
Williams, Posey, Payton and 
Jason Kapono. The new group 
tormented Van Gundy at times, 
partly because of a lack of 3-point 
shooting but also because there 
were too many veterans who had 
seen more and accomplished 
more in their careers than Van 
Gundy had in his two seasons as 
a head coach. 

Under Van Gundy, the offense 
was simple: give the ball to Wade 
and get out of the way. For 
Riley, who has worked with 
Wilt Chamberlain, Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar, Patrick Ewing and 
Mourning in his prime, that had 
to change. Under Van Gundy, 
zone defenses, double-teams and 
traps were fair game. That simply 
never has been Riley’s way. Under 
Van Gundy, young players got 
minutes. For Riley, Wayne Simien, 
perhaps as NBA-ready as any 
2005 first-round pick, has been 
little more than a rumor. 

And, yes, the players notice the 
difference between Riley's 
reputation and the current reality. 
“Coach has a real 
calm demeanor, 
which is great for the 
team,” Wade says. 

It’s like a more 
human side of Riley 
has emerged from 
the frustrations of 
his heartbreaking 
playoff losses to the 
Knicks, his inability 
to keep the Heat 
from falling to 61-103 
in his previous two 
seasons on the 
sideline and the 
stark reality that 
nearly two decades 
have passed since he 
has coached a 
champion. “I 
haven’t won in 17 
years, so I'd better think 
about some adjustments,” 
he says with a smile. 

“I’m still living off that 
big-time.” 

At 60, Riley's 
approach isn’t all 
that’s different. 
He is older 
and in 
need ofa 
hip 
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replacement, which makes him 
more human, even in the huddle. 

“He went to take a knee,” 
Mourning says of a team huddle, 
“and he reached out to put a 
hand on my knee to help himself 
down. I had never seen him do 
that. I grinned to myself about it.” 

There also were lighthearted 
snafus in Riley’s first few days 
back. In one game, he signaled for 
“2-up, thumb-down,” a call from 
his previous coaching tenure. 
Under Van Gundy, the signal was 
“2-up, thumb-down punch,” in 
which power forward Udonis 
Haslem sets a high pick-and-roll 
and O’Neal ducks to the opposite 
side to get the ball. For one play 
at least, confusion reigned. 

And before his first game, Riley 
was asked by media aide Tim 
Donovan for his three-player 
“inactive” list, anew game-day 
designation that has supplanted 
the injury list. “I don’t even 
understand the deactive list,” 
Riley says. “Tim Donovan 
just came to me and 
said something about, 
‘OK, who’s on the 
activated, deactive 
list?’ I said, ‘Well, 
let’s start with 
you.’” 

Understand, 
this is a 
man who pays 
close 
attention 
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Stan the family man 


One of the first questions 11-year-old Michael Van Gundy had after his 
dad resigned as Heat coach was whether he would get to keep his prime 


seats for home games. 


Sure, but since stepping down last month, Stan Van Gundy hasn't used 
those tickets. “There will be times to watch,” he says. “But now? No.” 

Instead, as he stated in that hastily called news conference on 
December 12, his No. 1 priority is making up for lost time with wife, Kim, 


and their four children. 


There’s no game-planning these days. Instead, there’s something a bit 


more complex. “I have to help with the homework while the work is still simple enough,’ he 


says. “I’m still doing well with third-grade math.” 


To put into perspective how absorbed Van Gundy had become in his job, he had missed 


only one game since joining Riley's staff as an assistant coach in 1995. 
“That; Van Gundy says, “was for the birth of my daughter Alison’ 


Van Gundy says he has gotten beyond skepticism that his decision to resign was related to 
something other than his stated reason to spend more time with his family. The team added a 


Van Gundy now 
has the time 
and financial 
freedom to 
spend plenty of 
time at home— 
or on vacation. 


year to his contract as part of his settlement, ensuring a salary through 2007-08 as a 


consultant. —/.W. 


to detail. Riley was at the 
forefront of video and computer 
scouting, and he began the trend 
of packing benches with 
assistant 
coaches. 
Heisa 


self-described “compulsive, 
obsessive list maker.” Those who 
know Riley know his ubiquitous 
blue cardboard cards, the ones 
he constantly scribbles on with a 
black Sharpie. A result is that 
during his earlier stewardship, 
his minions began making their 


says Riley with 
a smile, 


own cards. Watch a Heat practice 
and you'll see at least one card 
tucked into the back pocket of 
each assistant coach. And in the 
scouting room, the desks are 
bluer than the waters of Biscayne 
Bay. 

Yet now, Riley finds himself at 
odds with the very 
monster he created. He 
has requested an 
abbreviated version of 
what had grown into a 
2-inch-thick scouting 
report for each game. 
He has asked for more 
concise video sessions. 
“| remember very well 
the amount of detail 
work you really feel you 
have to do to prepare,” 
he says. “Even though I 
worked hard as a 
president, it doesn’t 
even compare. I’m 
trying to get the 
research department to 
calm down a little.” 

The hair remains slicked back 
(if no longer slick black), the look 
still is pure Armani. The fire and 
passion remain, but there is a 
new perspective about leading in 
a more delicate direction. The 
coach who dared crow about his 
now-trademarked “Three-peat” in 
Los Angeles might be just as 
likely to head quietly off into the 
Biscayne Boulevard sunset if he 
can turn what he has molded into 
the championship he now 
accepts as so precious. 

Whether by his old dictatorial 
ways or this new, more 
democratic approach, a legacy 
hangs in the balance. TSN 
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-» Gliding in on’ 
two swift, 
sweet feet, 


stomped USC's 
streak.and, 

‘lifted Texas to 
aftinish forthe 
ages By Tom 
Dienhart 


#2 Photo by 
Jay Drowns / TSN 


2. Le * 
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att Leinart doesn’t 
look good. Please 
forgive college 
football’s golden 
boy. He’s fresh from 
60 minutes of Texas 
torture. And he’s 


toast. 


Leinart is barefoot and walking 
in silence down a lonely hallway. He 
isn’t dazed and confused. He knows 
where he is: the Rose Bowl. And he 
knows what has happened: Texas 
beat his Southern California Trojans 
to become the national champion. 
That’s why Leinart marches 
reluctantly toward the Texas locker 
room. He follows the cacophony of 
celebration and finally finds it. 
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“Coach Brown! Coach Brown!” 
Leinart shouts. Texas’ Mack 
Brown turns and eyes Leinart. A 
smile creases his face. 

“We couldn’t stop you guys,” 
Brown whispers into Leinart’s ear 
as the two embrace after the 
41-38 shootout. “That was a 
classic game.” 

Leinart isn’t going to argue. He 
doesn’t have the strength. He is 
beaten. So is Reggie Bush, who 
appears from the darkness in 
Leinart’s wake. He offers a 
defeated hand to Brown. 

“If you’re ever in Austin, you 
look us up,” says Brown. 

Oh, Brown will be easy to find. 
He'll be the guy clutching the 
crystal football. On this night in 
Pasadena, he holds it high. 

Brown wants to make sure 
everyone sees it because this 
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Drew Kelson and the 
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outcome didn’t match the 
predictions. For days that 
seemed like months that seemed 
like years, the Longhorns heard 
anyone with a microphone and a 
can of hairspray yammer about 
how USC was one of the greatest 
teams in college football history. 
The Rose Bowl would be the 
Trojans’ coronation. Texas? When 
the clock struck midnight, the 
burnt-orange challengers would 
turn back into a pumpkin. 

“We didn’t get much respect 
from the media on both sides of 
the ball,” Young says. 

Instead, the night turned into a 
big ol’ Texas hoedown. And the 
hoedown hit a high note in the 
Longhorns’ locker room: “Ain’t no 
party like a Longhorn party 
*cause a Longhorn party don’t 
stop!” players sang. 


Longhorns got in 
Bush’s way when it 
mattered. 


0 one was going to stop 

Young from drinking in 

this moment. It was a 

national championship 

game for the ages, 
supersized with excitement and 
overloaded with theatrics that 
had Texas fans two-stepping. 
Grab somebody, anybody, and — 
dance. 

Young danced. He was good, 
too. He swayed and swiveled. He 
even gyrated like a halftime 
performer. And he did it all with 
that crystal football in his hands. 

That’s when Young flashed the 
Heisman pose. He-wasn’t able to 
do it for real a month ago, but 
this was his chance to show 
USC’s two Heisman winners— 
Leinart and Bush—that he had 
something even better: the 2005 
national championship. Young 
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was the biggest star on the 
biggest stage in a town that seeps 
celebrity. 

And like every celeb, Young 
had his star scene. Of course, it 
came at the climax of this Rose 
Bow! showdown that had been 
anticipated since September. 

After the Longhorns made a 
fourth-and-2 stop near midfield, 
eveything was in place for 
Young to morph from hero to 
legend. 

“We knew as soon as we got 
the ball back, the game was over,” 
safety Michael Huff said. 

Facing fourth-and-5 from the 8 
and only a few ticks clinging to 
the clock, Young took the snap, 
looked, looked, looked ... no one 
was open. That’s when Vince 
Young did what Vince Young does 
best: He ran, angling with 


* 


purpose toward the right pylon 
while palming the ball in his right 
hand. He sprinted across the goal 
line and into a mass of hysteria 
and history. 

“I said all week that it would 
come down to the last play of the 


The Longhorns won the big one. So celebrate 
Texas’ national championship season and Rose 
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game, and it did,” Young said. 

Funny thing is, everyone 
stuffed in the stands knew what 
was coming on that play. The 
security guy in the yellow jacket, 
the Rose Bowl official in the 
striking white suit, the USC song 
girl—they all knew Vince Young 
was going to run. Didn’t matter 
what happened. 

“It’s disturbing, particularly 
when you know what the problem 
is and you can’t solve it,” USC 
coach Pete Carroll said. “It’s his 
factor of running that made the 
difference.” 

And just like that, USC’s run 
was done. The 34-game winning 
streak? Over. The three-peat? A 
two-peat. Bush? Gone to the NFL 
(likely along with running back 


LenDale White and 
possibly other 
Trojans who still 
have eligibility). 


was too new 
for the Horns even 
to consider next 
season. The 
Longhorns hadn’t 
won a national 
championship 
since 1970. 
That's years of 
woulda-shoulda- 
couldas served 
with two scoops of 
“wait till next 
year”—enough to 
turn the stomach 
of any Texas-loving 
fan who could 
recite the pain and 
suffering the past 
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Bowl meltdown against Georgia. 
@ The 2001 Big 12 title game flop 
against Colorado. 

®@ The Oklahoma losses under 
Mack Brown. Pick one. 

@ The John Mackovic era. And 
David McWilliams. Ugh. 

But this night wasn’t about the 
past. And it wasn’t about next 
year, when Young will be in the 
NFL. This night was all about the 
here and now and a national title 
for Texas. In 1970, the Longhorns 


’ shared the title and finished with 


a blemish when they lost in the 
Cotton Bowl to Notre Dame. Page 
back to 1969 to find the last time 
the Longhorns finished unbeaten 
and on top of the college football 
world. In an interesting twist, that 
Texas team was the last all-white 


squad to win a national 
championship. Thirty-six years 
later, a black quarterback was the 
centerpiece of the program’s 
return to the pinnacle. 


exas had no Everyone wanted a piece of that 
time to action on this chilly California 
weep for night. Actor and Texas alum 

USC. This Matthew McConaughey behaved 


like a freshman at a fraternity 
party. He leaped, yelled, hugged 
and hollered. No one heard him, 
but everyone saw him. A giant 
Texas player waved a giant Texas 
flag. People cried on the 35-yard 
line. Cheerleaders ran in delight— 
and in fear of being trampled by 
the horde that hounded Young. 
Surely, this must have been what it 
was like for Elvis. 

Young wasn’t ready to leave 
the building, but he needed 
sanctuary in the locker room to 
digest it all. Had Texas just pulled 
off a title game upset that ranks 
with Miami’s toppling Nebraska in 
the 1984 Orange Bowl, Penn 
State’s tripping Miami in the 1987 


ae 35 years had Fiesta Bowl and Ohio State’s 
And folks said Brown couldn’t win a big game. wrought. takedown of Miami in the 2003 
The 1984 Cotton Fiesta Bowl? No doubt. And even 


better: Young outplayed Leinart, 
his more ballyhooed and beloved 
counterpart. 

But there’s no rivalry between 
the two. Before Leinart limped 
away from the Texas locker room 
for another lonely stroll, Young 
grabbed him. They said the usual 
nicey-nice stuff winners and 
losers chat about while wearing 
dirty uniforms in half-lit hallways. 
But before Leinart left, Young 
grabbed paper and a pencil. He 
wanted to get Leinart’s cell phone 
number. 

Hey, you never know when 
these two will meet again. But 
until then, maybe they'll want to 
talk more about what went on 
during a magical night in 
Pasadena. TSN 


2005 


N ATIONAL € HAMPIONS 


Texas two-step 


Bowl win with a SportinG News commemorative 
cover. Choose from a 9 x 10% ($35) ora 
12 x 14 ($50) copy of the 
Rose Bowl cover, a 
package of three 9 x 10% 
covers celebrating the 
Longhorns’ season ($89), 
or create your own package 
of your favorite TSN covers. 
Place your order by calling 
800-443-1886, ext. 787. 


Relive every moment of Texas’ 
national championship season 
with the Sportinc News’ 2005 
Longhorns commemorative 
book. You'll get 144 pages of 
the biggest plays and best 
photographs from all 13 games 
of Texas’ perfect season, plus a foreword by 

legendary Longhorns coach Darrell Royal. To order your copy, call 
800-825-8508 or go online at sportingnews.com/books, 
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Florida 
State, 
1999. The 
high-powered 
offense 
(Remember 
how good 
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Tressel 


The elite 


Sure, they all won BCS titles— 
but which champ was the best 
(and worst) of ’em all? 


was?) scored 
fewer than 30 
points just Ohio State, 2002. Under 
once. Jim Tressel, the Buckeyes 
perfected the art of winning the 
close game. Just ask a loaded 
Miami team that was riding a 
Oklahoma,  34-game winning streak. 
2000. If 
you're searching 
for a star, keep 
searching. 
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Miami, z 

2001. The > 
2002 team oP 
probably was a LSU, 
better. But this & 2003. 
team wasn't | 5 The best 
canned ham; it ~ defense 3 
featured 11 5 among the iy 
2002 draft Gj cast of BCS = ie 
picks—including ot az champs m 
five in the first ; : The S 
round. The Canes were all pros (hello, Josh Heupel was that QB’s offense? Fs 

Andre Johnson) and no cons. name, in case you’ve forgotten. Fh... 2 


Southern California, 2004. A 
frightening blend of offense—led by 
Heisman winner Matt Leinart—and defense 
that ranks among the best ever. 


Tennessee, 

1998. Start 
with Tee Martin, add 
a bunch of close 
wins and you have 
Leinart one lucky team. 
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Sorry, T-Mart—you guys 
Texas, 2005. 4 * : are the worst of the best. 
was the ultimate ef ees 
one-man gang and was 
backed by an underrated 
defense. 
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Gassed from a wild ride in 2005? Fill up for next season 
with Matt Hayes’ take on everything that matters. 
First up: Replacing the man who fueled the Texas offense. 


he foundation of this now 

desperate quarterback 

situation at Texas is based 

on a series of untruths. Or, 

to be politically correct, 
changes of heart. 

Vince Young promised for the 
months that he’d return for his 
senior season at Texas. It took 
him all of four days to change his 
mind after an electrifying 
performance in the Rose Bowl. 
His decision leaves the national 
champion Longhorns in a 
precarious situation. 

Frankly, Texas has nothing at 
quarterback behind Young. 
Really, less than nothing. The 
offense is loaded for next fall and 
the defense returns key starters, 
but the only scholarship 
quarterback returning is 
freshman Colt McCoy, who has 
done little during his redshirt 
season to convince the staff he 
will be ready to play next fall. 

So how did Texas coach Mack 
Brown, the nation’s best recruiter, 
get stuck with one quarterback 
and no experience? Another— 
ahem—change of heart. Ryan 
Perrilloux, the nation’s No. 1 
quarterback recruit last year, had 
committed to the Longhorns in 
the summer of 2004. But on 
national signing day, Perrilloux 
chose LSU. 

Brown had backed off other 
quarterback targets because he 
thought he had landed Perrilloux. 
Although Brown won't publicly 
say so, he was steamed by 
Perrilloux’s late switch—not 
because Perrilloux changed his 
mind but because he left Texas 
vulnerable in the event Young left 
after his junior season. 

But wait, this story of changes 
of heart gets better—and might 
get more complex as national 
signing day approaches in 
February. Though McCoy likely 
will open spring practice as 


Texas coaches haven’t been wowed by the development of McCoy, a 


pe) od 
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redshirt freshman who likely will get the first shot at the starting job. 


Texas’ quarterback, he will be 
pushed by freshman Jevan Snead, 
who committed to Florida in May 
but reneged and committed to 
Texas in November. 

Now that Young has made his 
intentions clear—thus giving the 
Texas staff a month to re-recruit 
the position—there could be 
other changes of heart. The 
possibility of starting for the 
defending national champions 
and throwing to talented 


receivers Limas Sweed, Billy 
Pittman and Quan Cosby would 
appeal to any high school 
quarterback. 

Still, the top uncommitted 
quarterback is Mitch Mustain of 
Springdale, Ark., and Texas hasn't 
been part of his recruiting 
process. Mustain likely will 
choose among Arkansas, 
Alabama and Tennessee. And 
unless there are other changes of 
heart, the Longhorns will begin 
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Way too early 
TOP 10 


] Beat Texas 
in Austin and the rest of the 
ride is cake. 


If QB Brandon 
Cox develops significantly, 
Aubie could duplicate 2004. 


3 Let's 
see the Mountaineers play 
big with everyone watching. 


4 New QB, new RBs, 
revamped O-line; yeah, like 
it matters. 


You'd better 
believe those four losses 
burn inside ultracompetitive 
coach Bob Stoops. 


6 The 
schedule is brutal, and the 
defense is desperate for speed 
in the secondary. 


Coach 
Frank Beamer must rein in 
the Hokies’ freewheeling 
personalities. 


8 At what point 
will Gators fans clamor for 
freshman QB Tim Tebow? 


G Fullback- 
turned-quarterback Steve 
Levy and other stud skill players 
are putting it all together. 


] 0 The Horns are 
loaded but have zero 

experience at the most 

important position. —V.H. 


fall practice with one of three 
freshmen—McCoy, Snead or 
Sherrod Harris, another high 
school recruit—preparing for a 
game against possible preseason 
No. 1 Ohio State in Week 2. 

The one positive sign for 
Texas: The staff rarely makes 
mistakes on quarterback 
recruits. The past three starters 
for the Longhorns—Vince Young, 
Chance Mock and Chris Simms— 
all were elite recruits. That bodes 
well for Snead, who has been 
compared to former Utah star 
Alex Smith. 

One last thought: Simms 
committed to Tennessee early in 
the recruiting process before 
later signing with Texas. 

So, really, who started this 
series of changes of heart, 


anyway? 
1/20/06 . iou 


Destination: 


The easiest prediction of the year: no national championship game 


rematch between USC and Texas. The five teams not named USC with the 


best chance to reach the 2007 Fiesta Bowl title game: 


Forget about the meltdown in the Captiol One Bowl; 
the Tigers didn’t want to be there, and it showed. Aubie returns just 
about everyone from a team that was a functional kicker away from 
a much bigger season. If running back Kenny Irons stays for his 


senior season and star wideout 


returns healthy, 


Auburn will be as balanced offensively as any team in the nation. 


Come on, you didn’t 


really think OU was just going to go away, 


did you? Quarterback Rhett Bomar 
looked overmatched in his first full 
season, but the biggest jump in 
improvement for most quarterbacks is 
from their freshman to sophomore 
seasons. And with super running back 
healthy again, the 
Sooners won't be so predictable. 
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There’s this little 
game in Austin 
that could be, oh, 
merely the game 
of the year. Other 
than that, the 
Buckeyes have a 
favorable schedule 
and two Heisman 
Trophy candidates 
—quarterback Troy 
Smith and wide 
receiver — 
and the most 
underrated player 
in the nation, 
running back 
Antonio Pittman. 
The defense will 
have to replace the 
nation’s best group 
of linebackers, but 
when has Ohio 
State not been 
salty on defense? 


MICHAEL SCHWARZ FOR TSN 
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Laugh all 
you want about the Big East, then 
look at West Virginia’s weak 
nonconference schedule 
(toughest opponent: suddenly 
slumping Maryland) and 
understand that nearly everyone— 
notably talented quarterback Pat 
White—returns from a team that 
won 11 games and had the 
vaunted Georgia defense 
swiveling in the Sugar Bowl. One 
more thing: WVU is likely to begin 
the season in the top five. 


r 
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Why 

Virginia Tech? Because the 
Hokies are too talented to let the 
dismissal of quarterback Marcus 
Vick sidetrack the train. 

will get the first shot to 
replace Vick, but the staff will 
take a long look at Ike Whitaker, a 
gifted dual-threat freshman who 
gave the starters fits this fall as 
the scout team quarterback. 


The name of the play is 928 
Sneak. I’ve got a better name 
for it: Hey, Vince, do something. 


Matt Hayes thinks Vince Young is the best athlete he 
has ever seen—and Young backed it up in the Rose Bowl. 
Check out Hayes’ blog at sportingnews.com, 


QB Troy Smith, Ohio State. Let’s see, a breakout performance in a 
BCS game to set up the following season. Sounds (and plays) a lot like 
some dude named Vince. 

RB Adrian Peterson, Oklahoma. If he’s healthy, he could reach 
2,000 yards. He’s that good, and the Big 12—other than Texas—will be 
that bad. 

QB Brady Quinn, Notre Dame. He has the numbers, the ND publicity 
machine and the All-American looks. 

QB Pat White, West Virginia. And to think Alabama and Auburn 


wanted the Daphne, Ala., native to play wide receiver or defensive back. 


RB Marshawn Lynch, California. He's a fast, powerful back primed 
for a big season—and to grab attention away from the USC Heisman 
factory. 


put Dwayne Jarrett will " 

he back for the Trojans, and 
it’s a good thing—he’ll be 
_ their go-to guy on offense. 
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Boys of Troy 


Pete Carroll likes to talk about 
the machine. Everything and 
everyone is interchangeable or 
replaceable. No one player or 
coach is bigger than the whole. 

That's all well and good when it 
comes to motivation, but the 
fallout from senior graduates and 
early entries in the NFL draft will 
have a significant impact on 
Southern California next fall. The 
Trojans will lose eight senior 
starters and could lose as many as 
five key draft-eligible 
underclassmen. 

Running backs Reggie Bush and 
LenDale White and safety Darnell 
Bing are underclassmen who are 
locks to leave. Junior offensive 
tackle Winston Justice once was a 
lock, but his recent grade from the 
NFL assessment committee wasn’t 
as high as he would have liked. 
Junior wideout Steve Smith also 
could leave if his grade is high 
enough. 

Those departures would leave 
USC with a new backfield next fall. 
Although rising junior John David 
Booty is the projected starter at 
quarterback, the staff is enamored 
of redshirt freshman Mark 
Sanchez’s live arm. If junior 
Desmond Reed doesn't recover 
from knee surgery, freshman 
signees could be in the rotation at 
running back—once a position of 
wealth. 

“Everyone here knows that the 
next play could be your play,’ Bing 
says. 

For the Trojans’ youngsters, the 
next play could be as soon as next 
fall. —MV.H. 
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COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


The NFL hasn't shied away from college coaches; it’s just looking for the right one. ) 


Five for the money; 
five for the show 


’m not an NFL guy. Too plastic, 


too commercialized, too 
every game ends in exactly 
three hours for me. 

This, however, is the best 
time of year in the NFL—when 
coaches are fired and we're 
peppered with “ESPN has learned 
that (insert a coach’s name) may 
or may not retire. Stay tuned for 
more on this breaking story!” 

How does this relate to college 
football, you ask? There's this 
theory that NFL teams are shying 
away from hiring college coaches 
because recent big-name 
flops—such as Steve Spurrier, 
Butch Davis and Dennis 
Erickson—have tainted 
expectations. Nothing could be 
further from the truth; just about 
any NFL team in need would take 
a chance on one of a handful of 
college coaches who would jump 
for the right situation. 

The defining trend in the NFL 
these days is that most 
successful coaches have 
defensive backgrounds. Check 
out some recent successful hires: 
John Fox (Panthers), Lovie Smith 
(Bears), Jim Mora (Falcons), Jack 
Del Rio (Jaguars). There are some 
college coaches who fit that 
mold—and whom NFL execs 
would give millions to lure to the 
next level. 


Pete Carroll, Southern 

California. No one this side of 
Bill Belichick knows defense 
better than Carroll, a former NFL 
coach who had pockets of 
success with the Jets and 
Patriots. Carroll just signed a 
long-term deal at USC, but that 
contract is about as solid as 
Charlie Weis’ lifetime deal at 
Notre Dame. Every coach has an 
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ego, and every coach wants to 


win at the elite level—especially a 


coach who was chewed up and 
spit out the last time he was 
there. If an NFL team relocates to 
Los Angeles, Carroll could be 
tempted by total control of the 
organization and an outrageous 
contract—as if NFL owners 
haven’t been known to offer that. 


Bob Stoops, Oklahoma. The 
same theorists who claim the 


NFL is backing off college coaches 


also say Stoops has learned from 
his mentor, Spurrier, and wants 
no part of the NFL. Don’t believe 
it. The only reason Carroll is a 
hotter prospect is his NFL 
experience. The NFL has been 
feeling out Stoops since the 
Sooners won the 2000 national 
title, and he fits the mold of what 
the league is looking for: a young, 
dynamic personality who can 
energize an organization. No one 
has done more for the evolution 
of defense in the college game in 
the past 15 years. 


Kirk Ferentz, lowa. A former 

NFL offensive line coach, 
Ferentz doesn’t necessarily fit the 
defensive mold. But his lowa 
teams have an NFL personality— 
they rely on defense and the 
running game. The Jaguars went 
after Ferentz three years ago 
before hiring Del Rio; Ferentz 
stayed at Iowa, in part because 


Go ahead and throw | Marcus Vick on the pile of 

talented athletes who can't seem to realize life 

doesn't revolve , around their whims. I'm not tossing 

~ Vick in with Maurice | Clarett—yet—but how can 
anyone be so shortsighted with so much on the line? 
The legendary JoePa-Bobby Bowden Orange Bowl 
matchup: 21 penalties, 20 punts, four missed field 


goals. Pfffft. 


West Virginia coach Rich Rodriguez made a lot of 
spread option doubters believers with his team's 
Sugar Bowl win over Georgia. But it helps if you have 
a younger version of Vince Young (Pat White) 
running the offense and one of the fastest running 
backs in the nation (Steve Slaton) on the same 


team. 
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he wanted to coach his son 
Brian. Because Brian finished his 
senior season last week in the 
Outback Bowl, his dad has 
become the most eligible (read: 
ready to move) of the group. 
Ferentz held the title of assistant 
head coach with the Ravens 
because of his organizational 
skills and because players fed off 
and respected his style. 


Tommy Tuberville, Auburn. 

One AFC personnel director 
says Tuberville is a younger 
version of Jimmy Johnson, with 
one caveat: The game doesn’t 
consume Tuberville. His 
defensive background and 
ability to put together cohesive, 
successful staffs are huge 
pluses. More attractive to NFL 
execs are his abilities to steer 
through distractions on and off 
the field and win big games. Four 
straight victories over a heated 
rival (Alabama) and his 
response two years ago to a 
failed coup by his school’s 
administration show the kind of 
moxie the league looks for. 


Jim Tressel, Ohio State. Yeah, 

Ohio State is his dream job. 
And yeah, he’s probably not going 
anywhere. But that doesn’t mean 
he wouldn't listen—and wouldn't 
be intrigued by a 
significant offer of 
money and player 
control in the 
right city. That 
likely means 
Cincinnati or 
Cleveland, and 
neither job looks 
to be open 
anytime soon. 
Tressel’s 
background is 
offense, but 
defense is the 
foundation of his 
Ohio State teams 
and he’s a 
fantastic game 
planner. TSN 
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Make the 


Let’s play make believe, shall we? Imagine if Notre Dame had won 
the Urban Meyer sweepstakes last offseason. Think about it: Brady 
Quinn running the read option. As ugly as it is to watch Chris Leak run 
that offense at Florida, it would’ve been utterly painful to watch Quinn 
do it. I’m not sure whom Quinn should give a portion of his eventual 
multimillion dollar NFL signing bonus to—coach Charlie Weis or the 
Florida athletic department for outbidding Notre Dame. —M.H. 


Georgia is working on a contract 
extension for coach Mark Richt, one 
that will make him one of the 
highest-paid coaches in the nation 
and keep potential suitors from 
calling. Richt’s last extension in 

2002 included a hefty $8 million 
buyout, but the buyout has decreased 
with each season under the terms of the contract. The 
goal is to reward Richt—who has won 52 games and two SEC titles in five 
seasons—and once again structure the deal with a considerable buyout. 
There are two jobs (Florida State and Miami) that could entice Richt in the 
future, but he has built too much in Athens to not stay and reap the rewards. 
> RB Jason Gwaltney, one of the nation’s top 10 high school players a year 
ago, left West Virginia in December and has transferred to Nassau (N.Y.) 
Community College. Gwaltney injured his knee in October, had problems with 
his rehab and quit going to class before eventually leaving school. It also 
didn’t help that fellow freshman RB Steve Slaton took control of the job 
after Gwaltney's injury. This time next year, Gwaltney, a big back in the mold 
of USC's LenDale White, again will be one of the hottest recruits in the 


country. He chose WVU over USC and Ohio State last year. > Notre Dame's 
biggest weakness was exposed in the Fiesta Bowl when Ohio State routinely 
beat the Irish secondary on deep routes. Darrin Walls, the nation’s No. 3 
cornerback recruit according to Rivalsi00.com, is expected to compete for a 
starting job in the fall. But the staff may be forced to use speedy wideout 
recruit George West at corner to shore up a slow unit. > QB Blake Mitchell 
is far from a lock to keep his job at South Carolina next season. Mitchell 
struggled with decision making late in the season, and freshman Cade 
Thompson made significant progress with limited practice reps. Coach 
Steve Spurrier dressed Thompson and made him part of the travel squad 
this season—just as he did with Danny Wuerffel and Rex Grossman in their 
redshirt seasons—to get him used to the nuances of the traveling schedule 
and to experience game-day atmosphere. > In yet another dig at Tennessee 
coach Phil Fulmer: Thompson, a high school star in Tennessee, is from 
Fulmer’s hometown of Maryville and was passed over by the Vols. Go ahead: 
Write the script now. & SEC commissioner Mike Slive takes over this year 
as the BCS coordinator and says he'll investigate the “plus-one” playoff-type 
format. With this system, the BCS formula would spit out two teams after the 
four major bowls for a de facto national title game. Two problems: The 
controversial formula still would be the determining factor (read: Who says 


By lighting up Georgia in the Sugar Bowl, Slaton demonstrated— 
again—that he is West Virginia’s present and future at running back. 


teams 1 and 2 are better than 3 if the records are the same?), and what 
would happen to teams that weren’t part of the four major bowls? For 
instance, one-loss California and Oregon both had gripes the past two 
seasons about not being selected by the BCS. In other words, would teams 
not selected by the BCS be eliminated from “plus-one” consideration? “If 
anything, there would be more controversy,’ one BCS athletic director says. 
Enough of this “plus-one” nonsense. It's not a step closer to a playoff; it's 
another step toward a bigger television contract for the BCS schools. 
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ddillon@sportingnews.com 


{No playoff carrot dangling in front of them, 
4 the Dolphins relied on internal motivation. 
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IT FILLS YOU UP RIGHT.” 


Saban is mastering the turnaround process 


ith all of the focus on 
Indianapolis and its 
quest for a perfect 
record, you might not 
have noticed what was 
happening down South Beach way. 
The Dolphins, dead men walking 
at Thanksgiving, won their final six 
games and finished 9-7. That late 
drive didn’t get them a playoff 
dance this season, but they could 
get jiggy in 06. 

Under first-year coach Nick 
Saban, Miami made a five-game 
improvement over its 2004 
record—only Chicago and 
Tampa Bay (plus-6) did better— 
and carved out its longest 
winning streak since starting 6-0 
in 1992. The Dolphins climbed 
from 29th in the league in total 
offense in 2004 to 14th in ’05, 
raised their sacks total from 36 to 
49 (only Seattle, 50, had more) 
and reduced their turnovers from 
42 to 30. 

Those numbers look like key 
indicators of a turnaround. But 
don’t try to lay them on Saban, 
54, a no-nonsense, intense coach 
concerned more with the process 
than with the result. He calls it 
“being technical” in your 
approach. 

The Saban method stresses 
working on the factors critical to 
being successful, whether it be 


Steel City is a safe harbor 
amid a coaching sea change 


When it comes to head coaches, Pittsburgh is 
the cradle of stability in the NFL. Since Bill Cowher 
came aboard as Steelers coach in 1992, the other 


offense, defense, special teams, 
individual players or individual 
units. He believes by striving to 
achieve the key components, a 
team has a better chance of 
hitting the right balance and 
being successful. 

“People always want to know 
whether you won or lost and why 
you won or lost,” Dolphins 
defensive end Jason Taylor says. 
“Nick is trying to teach it froma 
different point of view. If you take 
care of the process, the result is 
going to be there.” 

The Dolphins won two of their 
first three games, beating playoff 
teams Denver and Carolina. Then 
they lapsed into what Saban 
referred to as a “relief 
syndrome”—becoming so 
content with their 
accomplishments they didn’t 
approach the next challenge with 
the same intensity. 

After their open week, the 
Dolphins committed 14 penalties 
in the first three quarters of a 
Week 5 loss to Buffalo that sent 
them into a 1-6 tumble. They 
crashed in Week 11, when the 
Browns shut them out, 22-0. 

At a news conference the next 
day, Saban articulated his 
process-over-results philosophy. 
It was misconstrued by some 
reporters, but the players 
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It’s one thing to be named a team’s leader. It’s quite another to get 
players to follow, as Saban adepitly did in his first season with Miami. 


understood and bought into it. 
The result: the six consecutive 
victories, including one over each 
of their three AFC East rivals and 
one in San Diego against a hot 
Chargers team. 

“The bottom line was the 
players developed a belief and a 
trust in each other and in what 
they were doing and a belief in 


Washington (including Joe Gibbs twice) 
*N.Y. Jets, *Oakland 


Arizona, Atlanta, Cleveland, Dallas, *Detroit, Miami, 
San Diego, *St. Louis 


Buffalo, Chicago, Cincinnati, Indianapolis, New England, 
*New Orleans, N.Y. Giants, San Francisco 


31 franchises have employed a combined 
121 head coaches (including interim coaches). 
That doesn’t include the coaching changes 


currently being made. A breakdown of the number 


of coaches beginning in ’92: 
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Carolina, Denver, *Green Bay, *Kansas City, 
Philadelphia, Seattle, Tampa Bay 


Baltimore, Jacksonville, *Minnesota, Tennessee 
*Houston 
*Will have a new coach in 2006. 


the coaching,” Bills pro personnel 
director John Guy says. “If you 
don’t have belief, you have 
nothing.” 

Wide receiver Chris Chambers, 
middle linebacker Zach Thomas 
and Taylor made the Pro Bowl. 
Rookie Ronnie Brown and Ricky 
Williams, rejuvenated after a year 
out of the NFL, ran for 1,650 yards 
combined. In his first year with 
Miami, savvy assistant Hudson 
Houck molded a pedestrian line 
into a unit that cut its sacks 
allowed total from 52 in ’04 to 26 
and helped the rushing offense 
improve from 31st in the league 
to 12th. A defensive line that 
included three new starters in 
end Kevin Carter and tackles 
Vonnie Holliday and Keith Traylor 
accounted for 35 sacks. 

The identity has been 
established. The groundwork has 


The Ravens are taking off the kid gloves in their handling 
of QB Kyle Boller. In a departure from its previous 
philosophy, the team wants to challenge him. To that end, 
look for the Ravens to bring in a veteran quarterback to 


i as 
by Dan isl a progress in 2006. 
———— Texans 
owner B r’s decision 
to keep Charley as general 
manager has major implications for the 
April draft. With Casserly in Houston, the 
Texans will not draft a quarterback because 
Casserly still believes in David Carr, who 
was drafted first overall in 2002. Had 
McNair changed general managers, it’s very 
possible the Texans would have selected 
hometown hero QB Vince s. His 
performance in the Rose Bow! convinced 
many NFL scouts the junior is the best 
prospect in the draft. Those scouts also say 
Young is a better prospect than 
lick. Young is more comfortable in the 
pocket and shows more poise as a passer 
than Vick did in college. > On the subject 
of the draft, 2006 could be one of the best 
years ever for underclassmen. Among the 
juniors expected to be go in the top half of 
the first round, should they enter the draft, 


are Young, Southern California RBs Reggie Bush and | hite, 
Minnesota RB , Maryland TE Verne , Ohio State 
WR Santon es, Oregon DT 2 and North Carolina State 


DE Mario Williams. > The Titans were pleased with the growth DE 

soy showed as a second-year player. LaBoy’s effort and attitude enabled 
him to make steady improvement. He always had speed off the edge, and 
now he’s making better countermoves and coming off stunts better. > Bears 
G Roberto Garza is a great story. He started 15 games for the Falcons in 
2004, but teams backed off him in the free-agent market after discovering he 
had no ACL in his right knee. He signed with the Bears for a minimal deal and 
developed into a valuable swingman. Garza didn’t miss a practice all season. 


been laid. But before the Dolphins 
can become an AFC power, there 
is much to be done. 

The No. 1 priority is 
quarterback. Whether it be 
through the draft or the 
free-agent market or in a trade, 
Miami must find its man of the 
future. It can probably live one 
more season with Gus Frerotte as 
the starter, but Frerotte, 34, is a 
journeyman whose passer rating 
(71.9) ranked 28th in the NFL. 

The offense could lose 
coordinator Scott Linehan, a 
candidate for several of the head 


coaching vacancies, and the line 
needs to be upgraded. 

On defense, age is a concern. 
Traylor is 36, Carter and Thomas 
32, Taylor 31 and Holliday 30. The 
secondary, something of a 
makeshift unit, could use new 
starters at safety and cornerback. 
Sam Madison, the dean of the 
DBs, turns 32 in April and might 
not be back. 

If the Dolphins address those 
areas, they will continue to 
ascend. This season, the talk was 
about process. Next season, it 
should be about results. TSN 


compete against Boller. The team also likely will draft a 
quarterback on the first day in case Boller does not make 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


The Bears have decided to have a cadaver's 
ACL surgically implanted in Garza’s knee in 
the coming offseason, and they recently 
invested in him long term with a six-year 
deal and $4 million signing bonus. Former 
Bills RB also managed to 
play without an ACL. > Who would have 
guessed rookie | would have 
been the Eagles’ best interior defensive 
lineman this season? The Eagles are 
perplexed as to why their defensive tackles 
» underachieved. Injuries slowed 
tal Thomas and 
's head might not have been in the game because of off-field 
distractions. Patterson, meanwhile, took advantage of his opportunities. 
> One of the few things that went right for the Packers this season was the 
way FS ns, a second-round pick, made the jump from 
Bethune-Cookman and performed beyond even his coaches’ hopes. He didn’t 
get any attention in Rookie of the Year voting, but he looks like he could be a 
future Pro Bowl player. Collins gave the Packers great range and playmaking 
ability, and he picked up the defense quickly enough to make all the calls for 
the secondary. The plan for Collins is to improve his upper-body strength in 
the offseason and enhance his ability to understand offenses so the Packers 
can do more with disguising their looks. 


| don't understand why Tom Brady and Corey Dillon were still in the game 
when the Patriots had a 28-3 lead with less than 5 minutes left against 
Jacksonville. Why take an unnecessary risk of getting one or both of 
them hurt? 

Before making jokes about y's returning to 
the Bills, maybe we should wait and see how well he 
does. Levy may be an octogenarian, but he thinks 
much more clearly than some of the NFL executives 
who are much younger than him. 

Spitting in the face of another player is an example of gross misconduct. 
Redskins safety Sean Taylor should be suspended from Saturday's game — 
against Seattle for his classless act. 
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The NFL has gone to great lengths 
to promote the advancement of 
minority candidates for head 
coaching positions. The Rooney Rule 
requires each team with a vacancy to 
interview at least one minority 
candidate. It’s a fine rule because even 
if a minority candidate doesn’t get a 
job after a particular interview, it gets 
him into the mix for the future by 
increasing his exposure and 
acquainting him with the process. The 
result, ideally, will be more men like 
Lovie Smith and Marvin Lewis in 
positions they deserve. 

There is another group of assistant 
coaches, 
however, that 
needs a similar 
boost from the 
league. Men 
such as Sean 
Payton, 
assistant head 
coach of the 
Cowboys, and 
Cam Cameron, 
offensive 
coordinator of 
the Chargers, 
work for head 
coaches who 
refuse to let 
their assistants, 
with only 
occasional 
exceptions, 
speak to the 
media. Dallas’ 
Bill Parcells, San 
Diego’s Marty 
Schottenheimer, 
New England’s 
Bill Belichick, 
Miami’s Nick Saban, Cleveland’s Romeo 
Crennel and the Giants’ Tom Coughlin 
want media inquiries about their teams 
to start and end with them. 

It might help a team to some degree 
if the head coach controls the 
information flow. At least mixed 
messages aren't sent inside and 
outside the team. But that’s the only 
benefit I see. 

And I see some big negatives. One, 
it makes it hard for us in the media to 
do our jobs. When Joe Buck and I 
prepare to broadcast a Cowboys 


Cameron’s interview with the Texans last 
week gave him a chance to unzip his lips. 


) When assistant coaches are pagoed, 
their futures are caught in a bind 


game, Payton can’t talk to us. When a 
SportTING News reporter goes to San 
Diego to do a story on the Chargers, 
Cameron is off-limits. Shoot, these 
coaches can’t even talk to beat 
reporters for the local newspapers. 

This is a problem. I talk to plenty of 
people and watch lots of film, but to 
fully understand what a team is doing 
on the field, I need to interview the 
coaches who design the schemes. 
That helps me to convey strategy 
properly to viewers. 

More important for the coaches 
themselves, though, is how this affects 
their careers. If the media aren’t 

talking to these 

=| guys, we're not 
ew talking or 
writing about 
them, either. As 
a result, they 
work in relative 
anonymity. 
)) That makes it 

/ hard for them 
to raise their 
profiles in the 
coaching 
community 
and leaves 
them flying 
under the 
radar at hiring 
time. Yes, 
their time 
sometimes 
does come 
eventually, as 
it did when 
former 
Belichick 
assistants 
Crennel and 
Charlie Weis (Notre Dame) got head 
coaching jobs after last season. But if 
they had been in the public eye all 
along, they probably would have 
ascended sooner. 

The NFL took a big step forward on 
behalf of assistant coaches with the 
Rooney Rule, but it shouldn’t stop 
there. All assistants, particularly 
coordinators, deserve an equal 
opportunity for exposure. The league 
should institute a rule that prohibits 
head coaches from gagging their 
assistants. 


PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY CHRIS CALLAN / TSN 


The Troy Aikman Show is broadcast at 5 p.m. ET every Thursday through the Super Bow! on 
bis Sporting News Radio. Listen online at radio.sportingnews.com. 


38. . 1/20/06 


Seven more stops 
on the coaching carousel 


The Vikings (Brad Childress) and Chiefs (Herm Edwards) acted 
quickly in picking up new coaches. That leaves seven teams still fighting 
for the best candidates. 


Jim Haslett 


Mike Heimerdinger 
Mike Sherman BEST GUESS 


Sherman was a consistent winner before the bottom fell out this 
season in Green Bay. The Jets need a sharp mind to fix their 
dreadful offense. 


Russ Grimm 
e Jim Haslett. BEST GUESS -.-------:---- 
= Gary Kubiak 


Lions president Matt Millen has long been impressed with Haslett's 
approach to the game, and Haslett has the kind of toughness Millen 
believes is necessary to bring his young players together. 


Jim Bates 


Sean Payton BEST GUESS 
Ron Rivera 


Payton is a bright young coach who would inject life into the team. 
He has experience with the West Coast offense and the ability to 
resurrect Brett Favre’s career and tutor Aaron Rodgers. 


Maurice Carthon 


Jim Fassel BEST GUESS «--------------- > RY 


Pat Hill ome 


The Raiders will hire Fassel because he has had success with 
quarterback Kerry Collins before and he guided the Giants to a 
Super Bowl. Plus, Fassel is desperate to land a head coaching job. 


Tim Lewis 
Scott Linehan 


Ron Rivera BEST GUESS -..-.-----*------- 


Team president John Shaw wants a defense-oriented coach who 
will instill toughness and discipline on that side of the ball. Rivera 
is inexperienced, but he would bring intensity to the job. 


Sean Payton 
Tim Lewis 


Carthon makes a lot of sense because he is straight out of the 
Bill Parcells school and is a serious disciplinarian, something the 
Saints need. 


Jerry Gray 


Gary Kubiak BEST GUESS 
Scott Linehan 


Kubiak has Texas ties and is an offense-minded coach with a 
history of developing young quarterbacks. 


Observations and opinions from two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


Julian Peterson is the best defensive player among the free-agent prospects. He’s explosive, 
he’s fast, and you can use him in a 3-4 or 43—and that makes him very valuable. If the 49ers 
cut ties with him, teams will line up to get him. ... Teams have to be afraid of the Patriots in the 
playoffs because they've been there, done that and now are starting to get healthy. ... If you 
believed the rumors, the Chargers were going to keep Philip Rivers before Drew Brees injured 
his shoulder and had to have surgery. Now, it’s a foregone conclusion. ... I love Brett Favre, but 
he didn’t have the talent around him this season and I don’t anticipate the Packers will have 
the talent around him next season. He shoulders the load too much. That’s why he throws so 
many bad balls and interceptions. If the new coach is one of his buddies, he may stick around 
if they talk him into it. But I think he’s probably done. ... There’s no question 
Carolina can go to Chicago and win. Chicago's defense has played its butt 
off. But now the Bears are going to play a team that has a defense 
commensurate with theirs and a better offense. So I think the Panthers 
have a chance. ... Seattle might be the most vulnerable among the 
— playoff teams with the top four seeds because! think they took the 
: easiest road. They played Houston, Tennessee and the other 
three NFC West teams twice each. That's eight games 
against teams with no defense. ... Of all the teams with 
head coaching vacancies, the Texans’ situation is as 
attractive as any. They have a great receiver in Andre 
Johnson, a young quarterback who's talented (David 
Carr) and two good corners (Dunta Robinson and 
Demarcus Faggins). ... Derrick Burgess had a hell of a 
season and led the league in sacks, but he’s not quite 
as complete as Simeon Rice. Burgess is a role player— 


Favre 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


mamma : ls _ he wasn’t an every-down guy in the Raiders’ 
No need to clamor for attention, Julian: Plenty defense—who | gave a “solid starter” grade. The run 
of teams already have their eyes on you. is a problem, and his size (6-2, 265) is a problem. 


a, The 2006 draft class is high on talent at defensive end, but N.C. State junior 
i Mario Williams is a dominant pass rusher and might be the top player at his 
position. At 6-7, 285, Williams is bigger than Boston College’s Mathias 


q Kiwanuka 
) (6-6, 258), Even in a deep e 
om scouts "the top senior pool, Williams 
. By Viet FO and bok should make aj 


a. , : big splash. 
Williams isn’t as technically 


sound. > Another junior who declared 
for the draft, Ohio State's Santonio 
Holmes, has moved to the top of a weak 
receiver class. Holmes has a nice build 
(5-11, 190) and is a consistent deep 
threat with lightning speed, good hands 
and solid technique. > Clemson 

QB Charlie Whitehurst, who had 
arthroscopic surgery on his shoulder 
after the regular season ended, threw 
well in the Tigers’ bow! game. His 

size (6-5, 223), throwing power and 
mobility outside the pocket make him an 
intriguing prospect. If he performs well in 
the coming months, he could elevate his 
Day 2 status. 

G Get the latest draft analysis and 


rankings by subscribing to Pro Football! 
War Room at warroom.sportingnews.com. 


y 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


Merriman 


& BLOG ALERT 


Shawne Merriman was a 
game changer. His hitting 
ability is as impressive as 
any player's in the NFL. 


Dan Pompei is sold on San Diego's outside 
linebacker as Defensive Rookie of the Year. 


Are you? Weigh in at sportingnews.com. 
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INSIDE THE 


FREE-AGENT 


The Dolphins need to upgrade 
their secondary at cornerback 
and strong safety. Rams SS Adam 
Archuleta would be a good target 
because of his blitzing ability 
and recovery speed. He has 
questionable coverage instincts, 
but he has good speed and can 
hit. Expect the team to make a 
run at CB Nate Clements if the 
Bills don’t designate him their 
franchise player. ... The Browns 
need help in the interior of their 
offensive line and could be 
interested in Saints C LeCharles 
Bentley, who also can play 
guard. The team has 2003 first- 
round pick Jeff Faine at center, 
but he is injury-prone. ... The 
Raiders could pursue Bengals 
QB Jon Kitna to replace Kerry 
Collins if Collins doesn’t 
restructure his contract or if the 
new coach wants a different 
look. Kitna is a dependable 
veteran who would give the 
team time to find a long-term 
solution at quarterback, and he 
also wouldn’t cost as much as 
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Though new CHIEFS coach Herm Edwards 
traditionally has employed a conservative 
offense based on power running, the 
team’s best chance to win in 2006 is to 
retain the aggressive offensive system 
used by former coach Dick Vermeil. If 
offensive coordinator Al Saunders leaves, 
promoting offensive line coach Mike 
Solari to coordinator would make a lot of 
sense to maintain the offensive continuity. 
... The BENGALS suffered a devastating 
setback when QB Carson Palmer tore his 
left ACL against the Steelers. Palmer is 
unlikely to be ready for training camp, 
which makes it critical for the team to 
re-sign backup Jon Kitna or bring in a 
veteran—No. 3 QB Craig Krenzel isn’t 
ready for prime time. Kitna doesn’t have 
Palmer's arm, but he’s a natural leader. ... 
TITANS RT Michael Roos could be moved 
to the left side next season if LT Brad 
Hopkins, who has a big salary-cap 
number, is let go. Roos is comfortable at 
left tackle, the position he played in 
college, but the team might want to hang 


Bigger things might be in store for Broncos RB 


Edwards 


on to Hopkins for one more season 
because there is no suitable replacement 
for Roos at right tackle. ... The past two 
years, BRONCOS coaches acknowledged 
the team might not have been ready for 
the speed of playoff games. But that 
probably won't be an issue this 


, who 


rushed for 921 yards in the regular season. A more mature Bell 
learned that speed wasn’t enough, and he improved at waiting for and 
using his blocks. He still needs to run tougher between the tackles, but 
he didn’t tiptoe in the red zone and ran with much more authority 
inside the 20 as the season progressed. The coaches want the 
easygoing Bell to play with more of an attitude. The perception that he 
wears down when he gets more than 15 carries might hold him back. 


Speed kills, but Bell has learned it isn’t all that matters. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 
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postseason. All but 12 Denver players 
have played in the playoffs, and of that 
group, only five—CBs Darrent Wiliams and 
Domnique Foxworth, DT Demetrin Veal, 
LE Courtney Brown and WR Todd Devoe— 
will have prominent roles. ... If the COLTS 
have a weak link, it's coverage on special 
teams. The Colts upgraded the roster’s 
athleticism and speed before the season, 
but they allowed 22.2 yards per kickoff 
return and 10.9 per punt return, which 
ranked them 21st and 30th in the league. 
... Expect the RAVENS to trade or cut 

CB Chris McAlister. He has elite talent, 
but he irritated the team by missing the 
final game with a mysterious injury. Many 
members of the coaching staff believe 
McAlister didn't play hard in 2005, and a 
change of scenery might be best for both 
parties. ... The DOLPHINS must determine 
if either of the in-house candidates at 
center, Rex Hadnot or Wade Smith, is 
good enough to start; if not, they will look 
for a new center in the free-agent market. 
... The RAIDERS’ offensive line struggled 
early and got worse as the season 
progressed. One thing that might improve 
the unit's performance is a position 
shuffle, with RT Robert Gallery switching 
to left tackle, LT Barry Sims moving to left 
guard and LG Langston Walker playing 


right tackle. The moves would allow Gallery 
and Walker to return to their natural 
positions and help the line regain its 
confidence. ... The BROWNS will have to 
consider re-signing LT LJ. Shelton, who 
was an above-average run blocker and 
average pass protector this season. The 
free-agent market for tackles is thin, so 
Shelton might be the team’s best option. 
Shelton has matured but isn’t as gifted as 
the left tackles on playoff-caliber teams. ... 
New BILLS G.M. Marv Levy was brought 
back to restore the organization's focus 
and stability. Levy was a good judge of 
talent as a coach, and his first task will be 
assessing the current roster’s makeup. He 
has been out of the league for eight years 
but will get help evaluating free agents 
from assistant G.M. Tom Modrak, the 
team’s top personnel man. ... The 
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JAGUARS consider WR Jimmy Smith 
expendable because he dropped too 
many passes last season and has a high 
salary next season, but he would be 
difficult to replace. Neither Matt Jones nor 
Reggie Williams, the team’s top draft 
picks the past two season, is ready to 
become a No. 1 receiver. ... The 
CHARGERS need a safety who can make 
plays, but they don’t expect struggling 

CB Quentin Jammer (6-0, 204) to be the 
answer. Jammer has good size and 
aggressiveness, but his difficulty finding 
the ball in the air would make him a poor 
fit at safety. ... Under Bill Belichick, the 
PATRIOTS have been known for their 
ability to develop specific defensive 
schemes for each game. This season, the 
team has been just as flexible on offense. 
Against a physical defensive line, the 


Pats’ secondary 
The buzz around the Patriots is 
that they're dangerous now because 
their defense is fixed. But the truth is 

the secondary—the weakest part of 
the defense—hasn’t been sufficiently 
tested the past six games. As the 
playoffs move ahead, masking the 
deficiencies in that unit will be 
increasingly difficult. The club, 
desperate for help after a series of 
injuries, signed former Bengals and 
Panthers CB Artrell Hawkins off the 
street in mid-November and moved 
him to strong safety, a position he 
had never played in the NFL. In little 
more than a month, Hawkins became 
a leader in the secondary. He is a bit 
undersized (5-10, 190), but he 
makes up for that with his speed and 
surprising hitting ability. 
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Patriots can spread the field; against a 
smaller defense, they can go to a physical 
running game led by RB Corey Dillon. ... 
The TEXANS have a lot of problems to 
address, but their most desperate need is 
a tight end who can be a receiving threat 
across the middle and keep safeties from 
rolling their coverage toward WR Andre 
Johnson. ... The JETS’ offense will get most 
of the offseason attention, but the defense 
also needs help. The defense 
underachieved despite being relatively 


healthy for most of the season. 
Coordinator Donnie Henderson's fiery 
approach wasn't as effective in his second 
year. ... Though the STEELERS expect 

RB Jerome Bettis to retire, the team’s 
staple—the running game—should be fine. 
In fact, Duce Staley should be a more 
effective backup for Willie Parker because 
he hits the hole more quickly than Bettis. 
Staley has struggled with injuries since 
joining the team, but he has been healthy 
for most of the 2005 season. 


Géathers (center) keeps getting 
better, making RE Duane 
Clemoris expendable. 


Offseason game plans 


BENGALS: Count on coach Marvin Lewis to address the defense’s 
many deficiencies. The young unit proved it wasn’t ready to help the team 
go deep into the playoffs. It couldn’t generate enough intensity. The group 
needs an infusion of experience as depth is built. RE Duane Clemons’ 
skills have eroded, and he likely won't return. That won't create much of a 
stir because second-year RE Robert Geathers continues to improve. The 
team needs a strong safety who can hit and cover, and the defensive 
tackle rotation can use a powerful playmaker. Tory James wore down late 
in the season and seemed to lose a step, so cornerback needs to be 
addressed, too. TEs Matt Schobel and Tony Stewart aren't expected to 
return. Schobel dropped too many passes and Stewart was inconsistent. 

JAGUARS: Coach Jack Del Rio and the front office believe their rising 
young squad needs only tinkering. The biggest priority will be extending the 
contract of DT John Henderson, who is scheduled to become a free agent 


after the 2006 season. Considering the Jaguars’ recent history of locking up 
key players, it’s highly unlikely Henderson will get near the open market after 


‘06. The team isn’t likely to retain its unrestricted free agents. OTs Mike 
Pearson and Ephraim Salaam will be allowed to leave, and little effort will 
be made to keep LB Akin Ayodele or S Deke Cooper. CBs Kenny Wright 
and Terry Cousin will return only if something better can’t be found in the 


free-agent market or the draft. Outside linebacker and a pass-catching tight 


end likely will be draft priorities, though the team might consider taking 
RB Fred Taylor's eventual replacement with its first choice. Taylor, who will 
turn 30 later this month, shows signs of breaking down. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Mike Preston; Buffalo, Allen Wilson; Cincinnati, Chick 
Ludwig; Cleveland, Steve Doerschuk; Denver, Lee Rasizer; Houston, Megan Manfull; 
Indianapolis, Mike Chappell; Jacksonville, Bart Hubbuch; Kansas City, Adam Teicher; 
Miami, Jason Cole; New England, Tom Curran; New York, Rich Cimini; Oakland, Steve 
Corkran; Pittsburgh, Gerry Dulac; San Diego, Kevin Acee; Tennessee, Jim Wyatt. 
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FREE-AGENT 


Collins. The team also would be 
interested in the Cardinals’ Kurt 
Warner. ... The Ravens will be 
looking for a veteran 
quarterback who can provide 
leadership and tutor Kyle Boller. 
Kitna and the Lions’ Jeff Garcia 
are possibilities because they are 
familiar with the West Coast 
offense. The team also might 
take a look at the Steelers’ 
Charlie Batch, who showed he 
still can move an offense this 
season. ... The Bills were unable 
to stop the run and would be 
wise to consider signing Packers 
DT Grady Jackson. Teaming 
Jackson (6-2, 345) with holdover 
DT Sam Adams (6-4, 335) would 
make the Bills’ interior run 
defense stout again. If Clements 
isn’t retained, the team also will 
need to add a cornerback. 
Charles Woodson would be too 
expensive, but Jerry Azumah and 
Will Alien are cheaper options 
who would be able to help 
immediately. ... The Colts will 
have a hard time re-signing both 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


RB Edgerrin James and 

WR Reggie Wayne. Wayne might 
be the higher priority; the team 
waited a long time to find a 
complement to WR Marvin 
Harrison and does not want to let 
Wayne get away. If the team can’t 
sign Wayne to a long-term deal, 
he could be designated the 
team’s franchise player. 
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INSIDE THE 


FREE-AGENT 


In search of a wide receiver, the 
Eagles might pursue a veteran 
with good size who can play the 
slot and pick up third downs. The 
Seahawks’ Joe Jurevicius would be 
ideal. On defense, the team needs 
help up front. Outside, they could 
go after Jets RE John Abraham or 
Titans LE Kyle Vanden Bosch, both 
of whom would provide the pass 
rush the team lacks. Inside, Colts 
DT Larry Tripplett and Seahawks 
DT Rocky Bernard are the most 
attractive options. ... Because 
CB Fernando Bryant's status is 
uncertain, the Lions could make a 
big play for a cornerback. The 
Bills’ Nate Clements or the Giants’ 
Will Allen would be ideal fits 
opposite Dre’ Bly. But the Steelers’ 
Deshea Townsend or the Chargers’ 
Jamar Fletcher might be closer to 
Detroit’s price range. ... The 
Packers need to beef up their 
defense with big, athletic linemen, 


speedy linebackers and a 
hard-tackling safety. G.M. Ted 
Thompson doesn’t like to spend 
big money on free agents, so he’s 
more likely to go after midrange 
players such as Ravens S Will 
Demps, Browns DT Orpheus Roye 
and Colts LE Raheem Brock. ... 
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The SEAHAWKS ' pass defense should get 
a big boost from the return of its top three 
cornerbacks from injury. Andre Dyson 
provides the speed needed to cover faster 
receivers such as the Redskins’ Santana 
Moss. Kelly Herndon brings a more 
physical presence that is essential in the 
slot. Marcus Trufant has been the team’s 
most consistent corner this season. ... 
BEARS DT Tommie Harris is explosive off 
the ball and has good change-of-direction 
skills. He also has rare pass-rush ability 
for an interior lineman. One knock on him 
is he disappears at times because he still 
is learning his reads against the run. ... 
Look for WR Edell Shepherd to move up 
the BUCCANEERS’ depth chart next 
season. Shepherd's best trait is his 
versatility; he’s not big (6-1, 175) or 
physical but can play either split end or 
flanker. ... There won't be a significant 
drop-off for the REDSKINS at left end, 
where Demetric Evans will step in for 
Renaldo Wynn. Though Evans isn’t quite as 
active as Wynn, he’s a consistent player 
who started eight games last season. 
Evans is stronger against the run than the 
pass but rarely gets caught out of position 
against either a run or a pass. ... With 

RB Stephen Davis (knee) out, Nick 
Goings has stepped up as a solid change- 
of-pace back for the PANTHERS. Goings 
gives the team some straight-ahead 
running ability; he also is an excellent 
receiver and blocker. ... he COWBOYS 
must decide whether Al 
Johnson is the answer at 
center. If the Saints don't 


Offseason game plans 


BUCCANEERS: The team will look to re-sign 
free-agent QB Chris Simms before he can hit the 
open market. Simms was competent as a starter 
in 2005 and has plenty of upside. The offensive 
line might be reworked. LT Anthony Davis is a 
powerful run blocker, but he’s slow-footed and 
struggles at times in pass protection. He could 
move to right tackle if Kenyatta Walker leaves as 
a free agent. Tampa Bay might then bring in a free 
agent to play left tackle. Chris Colmer, a rookie 
in 2005, is a replacement option at either tackle 
spot, but he had trouble picking up the offense. 
The team would like to bring in someone bigger to 
play right guard; Sean Mahan (6-3, 301) is 
considered a better fit at center. The team will 
work closely with WR Michael Clayton to get him 
healthy by the start of camp. Clayton had knee, shoulder and toe injuries in 2005. 


Leonard 
Davis 


re-sign C LeCharles Bentley, he could 
grab Dallas’ attention. Bentley, 26, is a big, 
physical player who can make all of the 
blocks. ... WR Rod Gardner impressed the 
PACKERS with his run-after-the-catch 
ability after he signed with the team late 
in the season and could figure heavily into 
the team’s plans if he is brought back. 
Gardner's size (6-2, 213) makes him a 


good fit in the West 
Coast offense, which 
the club is expected to 
keep. ... One reason 
CARDINALS 

LT Leonard Davis has 
yet to fulfill his 
potential might be that 
he's playing out of 
position. Davis played 
well at guard early in 
his career and was a 
devastating run 
blocker. But coach 
Dennis Green moved 
Davis to left tackle, 
where he has been 
average. ... Running 
backs will play a crucial 
role in the passing 
game in the VIKINGS’ 
new offense. That could 
benefit RB Mewelde 
Moore, who's a good 
receiver. ... The return 
of 49ERS LT Jonas 
Jennings (labrum) 
should allow Adam 
Snyder to compete for 
another starting spot on the line. While 
filling in at left tackle, Snyder showed good 
athleticism and power as a pass blocker 
and was an aggressive run blocker. The 
team envisions him playing next season at 
right tackle, where he would compete with 
Kwame Harris for the starting job. ... The 
EAGLES’ Bruce Perry showed enough 
during the final two weeks of the season 
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Simms still has some growing up to do, but 
the Bucs think he’s worth holding onto. 


GIANTS: Their offseason will center on the defense, beginning perhaps with a new coordinator. The 
club believes Tim Lewis will become a head coach elsewhere. If that happens, expect coach Tom Coughlin to offer 
Lewis’ job to former Texans coach and old friend Dom Capers. The next task will be to bolster the secondary, 
probably by using its top draft pick on a cornerback. The Giants also could use a safety because FS Brent 
Alexander is 34. There aren't many obvious needs otherwise. CB Will Allen, LB Nick Greisen and DT Kendrick 
Clancy are the most notable free agents. The team will try to re-sign KR Chad Morton and possibly OT Bob 
Whitfield. P Jeff Feagles has told teammates he intends to retire. That would be a big loss; Feagles is the best ever 
at pinning teams inside the 20. The team likely would replace him with a free agent. 


to earn a shot at being 
the No. 1 kickoff returner 
and a backup running 
back next season. Perry is 
an extremely tough runner 
for his size (5-10, 200). 
He has good speed and 
elusiveness. ... The 
LIONS’ most urgent 
offseason goal will be to 
re-sign free-agent LT Jeff 
Backus. He struggled 
during the early part of 
the season and has 
trouble with outside 
speed rushers but is a 
solid technician and rarely 
makes mental errors. ... If 
they come back strong 
from season-ending 
injuries, FALCONS CBs 
Kevin Mathis and Chris 
Cash could provide 
valuable support for 
starters DeAngelo Hall 
and Jason Webster. 
Before Mathis injured his 
knee, the team valued 
him as a ballhawk in 
coverage. Re-signing Cash 
will be a priority; he's a 
younger, bigger version of 
Mathis. ... RAMS free- 
agent RB Aveion Cason 
has the speed to get to 
the corner and should be 
considered as a complementary back next 
season. He performed well at running 
back and as a kick returner in the season 
finale. ... The GIANTS must make changes 
on offense. Throughout the season, players 


Panthers SS Marlon 
McCree has performed 
beyond all expectations as a 
starter. Although he doesn't 
have great size (5-11, 202), > 
McCree compensates by 
being aggressive and smart. 
He’s rarely out of position 
and is a solid tackler. McCree 
has made huge strides in his 
reactions and ball skills. He’s 
coming up with big plays on 
a regular basis, including two 
interceptions against the 
Giants last week. 


The Culpepper 
conundrum 


One of the first orders of business for new Vikings coach Brad Childress will be settling his 
quarterback situation. QB Daunte Culpepper (knee) hopes to be back in time to participate 
in training camp. But if he’s not ready when the season begins, the team will need to find a 
short-term solution; QB Brad Johnson has reservations about returning in 2006 if he’s going 
to become the backup when Culpepper returns. It also will be interesting to see how 
Culpepper adjusts to Childress’ West Coast offense, which will rely more on timing and 
discipline than on big plays. Culpepper is accurate on short passes but might not be able to 
use all of his skills in a three-step-and-throw environment. 


complained the offense was too 
predictable, too slow to adjust and often 
too quick to abandon the run. ... QB Todd 
Bouman has proved a capable backup, 
but the SAINTS aren't sure whether they 
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saw enough from him to believe he can be 
their lone veteran at the position next 
season if Aaron Brooks leaves. The team 
might prefer to dip into the free-agent 
market for a player such as the Bengals’ 
Jon Kitna. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Kent Somers; Atlanta, George Henry; Carolina, Pat Yasinskas; Chicago, Brad Biggs; Dallas, Jean-Jacques 
Taylor; Detroit, Tom Kowalski; Green Bay, Tom Silverstein; Minnesota, Kevin Seifert; New Orleans, Mike Triplett; New York, Ralph 
Vacchiano; Philadelphia, Mark Eckel; St. Louis, Jim Thomas; San Francisco, Dennis Georgatos; Seattle, Clare Farnsworth; Tampa Bay, Roy 


Cummings; Washington, Paul Woody. 
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The Falcons’ greatest need is at 
safety, where the best plan of 
attack might be to signa 
headhunter who can groom a high 
draft pick and help him learn to 
play the position properly. The 
Vikings’ Corey Chavous might be 
too expensive, making Demps or 
the Titans’ Tank Williams a better 
choice. ... The Redskins might 
re-sign LG Derrick Dockery, but 
Seahawks LG Steve Hutchinson 
could be too good to resist. 
Hutchinson is a rugged, 
consistent player who could do 
on the left side what G Randy 
Thomas has done for Washington 
on the right side. The Redskins 
also need a No. 2 wide receiver, 
and the Texans’ Jabar Gaffney, 
though inconsistent, could be a 
good fit. The Steelers’ Antwaan 
Randle El would be an intriguing 
option as well because he could 
be the team’s primary punt 
returner. ... The Bears, too, might 
target Randle El, but they'd be 
looking for him to serve primarily 
as areturn specialist. KR Jerry 
Azumah has struggled with a hip 
injury and has lost explosiveness. 
... The Cardinals need a veteran 
right guard to compete with Elton 
Brown, who's going into his 
second season. Vikings G Toniu 
Fonoti is a possible candidate. ... 
The Cowboys probably won’t 
want to spend big for a kicker 
such as the Colts’ Mike Vanderjagt, 
but they could be interested in a 
cheaper option such as the 
Packers’ Ryan Longwell. 


Longwell 


1/20/06 . 43 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Three stars have 
aligned in Jersey 


obody ever has done an 
empirical study of precisely 
how long it should take for a 
team with three All-Star-level 
talents to get their collective 


acts together, but submitted for your 


approval: 
On December 15, the Nets were 


coming off back-to-back losses—one 
a no-show at Washington, the other a 


meltdown at home against the 
Bobcats—which dropped their 
record to 9-12. For all their talent, 
they had an interesting synergy: 


They were not good at any one thing. 


They were bad or mediocre at a lot 
of things, however—indifferent 
defensively, dead last in defending 


the 3, in the bottom third in shooting 


percentage. They also had zero 
depth and three stars who were 


willing passers—perhaps too willing. 


Mental toughness? They would 
show some on the road, then follow 
it up with a roll-over-and-die 
performance at home. Speed? Put it 


Pat Riley told a breathless world that 
“| really doubt | will come back’ as 
Miami coach next season, then 
shrugged off the reaction by claiming 
it was common knowledge. Fine, so 
we're ignorant. But if he’s aiming for 
NBA Diva of the Year, that award will 
be retired with Larry Brown. 

If you're still wondering what's 
ailing the Celtics, look here: During 
a recent 1-4 road trip, they 
surrendered 98 points on 92 
turnovers. Then, to prove it was no 
fluke, they came home and allowed 
Charlotte 35 points on 24 
givebacks. 
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A study in chemistry and efficiency, not to mention style 
and substance: Meet the new New Jersey Nets. 


getting most of his 
baskets on the fly. 
Jason Kidd, stuck in a low 
gear, was delighted to find 
someone willing to run again. 
Carter was liberated: Recognizing he 
no longer had to worry about 
Jefferson getting his shots in the 
halfcourt offense, he let his fly. 

The genesis of this offensive 
rebirth was a conversation between 

Jefferson and Carter on 
December 19. “Look,” Jefferson 

told him, “just do yours. Stop 

worrying about the rest of us. 

I'm pretty efficient—I get to the 
line; I can still put up numbers. Go do 
what you do, and I'll fall in line.” 

Result: Carter has averaged 
33.5 points during the streak and was 

the Eastern 
Conference Player of 
the Month in December. 
Ancillary result: The Nets 
have averaged a whopping 104.5 
points in their past 10 games. 

And how efficient is Jefferson? In 
one three-game stretch, the fifth-year 
forward averaged 24.0 points on 8.7 
shots per game (8-for-8, 9-for-11 and 

4-for-7). “Jason is back,” Pat Riley 
said before the Nets trampled his 

Heat on December 23. “And Vince 
and Jefferson—I can’t think of two 

other guys in the league that do 

what they do that are 

(currently) together.” 

Are they title contenders? Not 
without another move. They’re the 
only team among the top five in the 

standings of 
either conference 
without a stud in the 
power rotation, and that 
has been the foundation of 
every champion since the end of 
the Bulls dynasty. But as long as 
Carter, Kidd and Jefferson play like 
stars going supernova, it brings 
another interesting team to the 
postseason party. TSN 


this way: Scientists are now 
awakening bacteria that have been 
dormant for 200 million years, but 
the Nets had no hope of 
resurrecting their transition 
game. 

“It’s just something you go 
through,” Vince Carter says. 
“You bring in new guys, you 
want to get everybody on the same 
page, and it takes a while. We were 
patient, and we took our hits— 
from the 
fans, media, 
whoever—but we're 
reaping the benefits 
now.” 

How long does it take a team 
populated with three stars to find 
the necessary chemistry? 

In Jersey’s case, it took one 
quarter of the season. An overtime 
victory December 16 against 
Denver restored the faith, and the 
Nets entered the week having 
won nine more games in 
succession. “Just building on 
the momentum of that win, 
it’s been amazing,” coach 
Lawrence Frank says. “Hopefully, 
we've established a baseline in terms 
of how we play the game.” 

In two 
weeks, the Nets 
rose from eighth to 
third in the East, and 
they did it by bringing 
every one of their weapons to 
bear. Defensive intensity was the 
logical place to start: They got stops, 
they got steals, they got runouts. 
Richard Jefferson was the catalyst: 
When the streak began, he 
routinely pulled down 
double-digit rebounds; then he 
let someone else do windows 
and decided to release early, 


Jefferson 


G For more NBA news and analysis, 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN (3) go to sportingnews.com. 
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You've heard of 
triple doubles 
and 20-20s, but oe 
Jaz F 7 
is 
making the 
“five-by-five” part of 
the NBA lexicon. That 
is when a player registers 
at least a five or more in five stat 
categories—points, rebounds, assists, 
blocks and steals—and Kirilenko has made 
this his box score bailiwick. He did it again 
to the Lakers on January 3 (14 points, eight 
rebounds, nine assists, seven blocks and 
six steals). That's the third five-by-five of his 
career, and the only other player in history 
to do it multiple times was 
(six). Seven other players have 
done it once. > The latest spin on Nuggets 
PF Keny tin: He was overworked 
early in the season after coming off knee 
surgery in May. General manager Kik 
says the knee is OK now, but 
K-Mart entered the week with a balky back. 
Too bad, because Vandeweghe is shopping 
him and everyone else on the Nuggets’ 
roster, other than SF Car : > 
Speaking of Denver, if C 
doesn't return soon from his fractured right 
pinkie, his wallet will feel the pain: Camby 
has a lot of health-related incentives in his 
contract, and he will lose $2 million if he 
doesn’t play 55 games. > Suns PF 
t e began agility drills (with some 
ballhandling) last week after his monthly 


What does a bruised ego feel). 
like%dust ask the Hornets’ Smith. 


Odd goings-on with Hornets SG J. lately. Smith 
was informed by t that he wouldn’t start 
against Charlotte last week, and then, lo and behold, he 
was DNP-CD. Some say Smith has been pouting this year, 
jealous that PG has turned into the franchise 
standard-bearer. So Scott fired this torpedo: “The NBA 
stands for ... No Babies Allowed. It's a man’s league” 


make the playoffs. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


MRI went well. So a return just after the 
All-Star break remains realistic. > Without 
publicizing the move, Miami owner Mic! 

extended iley’s 10-year deal 
recently. Terms were not disclosed, but it 
happened before Riley returned to coaching 
last month. > Charlotte, a pretty classy 
organization for a mere toddler, is trying to do 
right by those veterans who might not be 
around when the Bobs are actually 
competitive. Last season, they allowed 
SG h to veto a trade to the Nets; 
this year, they're extending the same veto 
courtesy to PG , who is at the 
top of several teams’ wish lists. > There has 
been a lot written about how Kings coach 

is in trouble, but he’s probably 

safe as long as the team picture resembles 
an X-ray. Iwo starters are out indefinitely, and 
team president figures his 
former Blazers roommate deserves to coach a 
full roster before deciding whether he should 
stay or go. Of course, Adelman’s Kings lost to 
Charlotte recently, and the Bobcats were 
without two starters, too. » PG Steve Nash's 
effect on the Suns may actually be bigger this 
season than it was last season. Exhibit A: 
Seven players on Phoenix's roster currently are 
posting career-high scoring averages. > The 
Hornets took a bath financially in the games 
they played in Baton Rouge, La., so two more 
scheduled for that city have been moved to 
Oklahoma. It’s hard to blame the Hornets: The 
team is far more competitive at the Ford 
Center, where they have set two attendance 
records and beaten five division leaders. 


Curry could be the Knicks’ 
magic ingredient 


Have the slings and arrows ready because here goes: If Eddy Curry can get 
through the next three months without spraining something, the Knicks are going to 


“| think we can still make some noise here in this new year, he says. 

Oh, good. Don’t want to be alone in that assessment. 

The Knicks acquired Curry from Chicago in October and forked over their 2006 
first-round draft pick for the privilege, and it was beginning to look like one of those 
Gail Goodrich-Magic Johnson deals. 

But things are changing, albeit slowly. When the week began, the Knicks were only 
three games behind a three-team train wreck occupying eighth place and Curry had 
clearly become the index of their possibilities. He played big in back-to-back wins 
(Suns and Wizards) and has averaged 16.2 points and 9.2 rebounds in the five 
games since his return from a sprained ankle. If he keeps the weight off (he’s around 
285), it will be Chicago that regrets the trade, regardless of where the Bulls draft. 


Surprise—in his fifth year in the league, Curry 
finally is beginning to deliver on his potential. 
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umbers 


492 


Field-goal percentage of 
Sonics’ opponents. In a league 
in which no team is shooting 
better than 48.0 percent, it’s no 
wonder the Sonics are giving up 
a league-worst 104.7 points a 
game. 


.935 


Steve Nash's free throw 
percentage. He missed nine of 
his first 139 attempts. For a 
little perspective, Shaquille 
O'Neal missed 10 free throws 
(he was 6-of-16) in one 
game. 


1 


Team that has used the same 
starting lineup for every game 
this season. It’s the Pistons, 
who have started the same 
five players in the past 54 
games, including last season's 
playoffs. The Knicks, by 
comparison, have started 13 
different players this season. 


6 


Consecutive games in which 
a team with Byron Scott as its 
coach has beaten a team 
coached by his former Lakers 
coach, Pat Riley. 


- 


- d ‘\ 
Iverson == 


The season scoring low for 


Allen Iverson in his first 33 
games. He has reached 30 
points in 22 games, which 
includes seven games of 40 
or more. 
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Disappointments 


Sure, there have been injuries, but a coach with 
his rep (and contract) should have his team better than 14th in 
the West. 


Peja Stojakovic. Never known for his performances under 
y. pressure, perhaps he’s already thinking about becoming a free 
agent this summer. The league’s best long-range shooter—before 
this season, anyway—is hitting a career-low 41.6 percent from the 
field, and his scoring average is his lowest in his six seasons as a 
starter. 


Bulls. They are on track for 50 losses after winning 47 games last 

season. You can blame the loss of Eddy Curry, but the bigger 

problem has been the subpar performances of Tyson Chandler, 
Kirk Hinrich and Ben Gordon. 


Steve Francis. Call him Stevie “Failing His” Franchise with 
significant drops in points, rebounds and assists from last 
season. Shouldn’t he be over the Cuttino Mobley trade by now? 


The lack of championship contenders. It’s the Pistons’ and 
Spurs’ world, and—unless Shaq can turn back the clock a few 
years—it’s going to stay that way. —Stan McNeal 
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SCOUTS VIEWS 


I don’t think they’ve gotten any closer to the Spurs. The Spurs don't 
have the emotional swings like most teams. When they lose, it’s 
nobody else’s fault. They move on and come out stronger the next 
night. They’re so deep and experienced, and when they add someone 
like Mike Finley, it’s hard for anyone to catch up to them. I do think the 
Mavs are improved defensively, but they still will have some terrible 
games like against the Warriors last month. The Warriors pushed it 
right back at them, scoring in transition and taking open jumpers all 
night. 

There’s plenty to like 
about the Mavs, though. 

1 don’t know of any other 
team in the league that has 
two wings like Josh Howard 
and Marquis Daniels, even 
though Daniels is injured 
now. They’re so versatile. 
They can do a little of 
everything, from defending 
to shooting midrange 
jumpers to getting to the 
basket. I would start both 
of them and have Jerry 
Stackhouse come off the 
bench for offense. 

Howard and Daniels 
aren’t that explosive 
offensively, which is why I still think Jason Terry is the team’s 
second-most important player after Dirk Nowitzki. When Nowitzki’s not 
making shots, they need Terry to step up. DeSagana Diop always has 
given the effort, and now he’s peeling away the baby blubber and 
growing into his body. He's certainly got size, as well as big, soft hands, but he’s extremely limited offensively. 
He just looks clumsy and lacks any real moves. As for Erick Dampier, you just have to be satisfied with what you 
get. The problem is, you never know when you're going to get it. He’ll have a big game and you'll wonder why he 
can’t do that every game. But that’s the way he has been his whole career. 


= 
A 
aa 
~ 
as 
=z 
= 
[= 
wa 
gj 
oO 
i=] 
a 


z 
2 
~ 
w 
e 
o 
3 
o 


Nowitzki is the Mavericks’ best 
player, but he still needs help when 
his shots aren’t falling. 


decourcy @ sportingnews.com 
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‘ If I've left anybody off this list of title contenders, \ 
you'll be sure to let me know, won't you? J 


Nine teams have a shot—the rest are dreaming 


ou’ve got your AP top 10, 
your RPI top 10 and your 
David Letterman top 10. 
That number makes for a 
nice, neat package. But 
there aren’t 10 teams capable of 
winning the NCAA championship. 

Unless we’re talking cats’ lives 
or baseball innings, nine is an odd 
number. But a champion needs 
pro-level talent, creative wings, 
solid point guard play, perimeter 
shooting and a little experience. A 
strong low-post scorer is a big 
plus. In order, these are the teams 
that cover those key elements— 
and what they need to fix to make 
it all work: 

Duke. The Blue Devils have the 
requisite frontcourt power, 
perimeter scoring and 
playmaking ability. They are not 
the best at containing 
penetration, but big Shelden 
Williams helps discourage those 
who reach the lane. Keeping him 
out of foul trouble could be what 
matters most. 

Connecticut. It looks a little 
messy now, doesn’t it? Yeah, and 
the 2004 title team still was 
figuring things out in late 
February. As point guard Marcus 
Williams regains his comfort 
level, the Huskies will become 
more efficient offensively and 
more disruptive defensively. 
Turning Rudy Gay into a monster 
might be tougher than it was with 
Ben Gordon, though. 

Villanova. | always believed the 
Wildcats were terrific but figured 
they lacked the transcendent 
player to carry them deep into 
the tournament. Randy Foye is 
that guy. The inside guys are 
underestimated because of the 
team’s four-guard setup. So long 
as that small-ball look is 
contained to about 20 minutes 
per game against elite opponents, 


' bE bali 
If Duke’s Williams can stay out 
of foul trouble ... 


li ~ we) A 
... and UConn’s Williams can 


regain his touch, they just might 
meet in a title game. 


the Wildcats have a shot. 

Texas. The Longhorns fix one 
issue and another develops. Now 
it’s Brad Buckman misplacing his 
shooting touch. He'll find it— 
eventually. It will be interesting to 
see how Texas looks when it 
settles into the rotation and 
style it prefers. As one coach said 
last week, any team with two 
lottery picks is a threat. How 
many does Texas have? One, 
LaMarcus Aldridge. Two, Daniel 


BOB CHILD / AP 


Gibson. Check. 

Memphis. The Tigers’ biggest 
obstacle is youth. With five 
freshmen in key roles, they hold 
up Syracuse’s 2003 title-winning 
team as their ideal, but Shawne 
Williams is not Carmelo Anthony. 
Senior Rodney Carney is as up 
and down as the youngsters. But 
this team can attack the lane like 
no one since Duke in 2001, and 
its defense could become 
oppressive. 

Michigan State. Some statistics 
make no sense—such as MSU’s 
allowing 42.9 percent shooting. 
There are too many veterans and 
too many gifted athletes for that. 
Point guard Drew Neitzel hasn’t 
stopped penetration defensively, 
but he’s not the only concern on 
that end of the floor. NCAA 
championships are won on 
offense, but they can be lost on 
defense. Ask Chris Paul and his 
Wake Forest buddies. 

Gonzaga. Defense is a big 
problem, center J.P. Batista must 
be more consistent, and the Zags 
have to figure out which player 
they want running their attack, 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


It's possible to admire Florida 
coach Billy Donovan's work 
this season without going 
overboard and discussing him 
as an award candidate. Just 
as Penn State's Joe Paterno 
didn’t deserve to be named 
coach of the year by AP 
football voters, Donovan 
shouldn't get extra credit for 
repairing what he allowed to 
deteriorate. 
Speaking of Penn State and 
basketball ... oh, please, let's 
not. 
Although Villanova is missing 
star power forward Curtis 
Sumpter because of a knee 
injury, unheralded freshman 
is 
offering a reasonable 
facsimile. Cunningham is an 
excellent athlete, plays with 
great energy and has an 
improving jump shot. Plus, he 
can turn to Sumpter for 
advice on handling the 
college game. 
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Derek Raivio or Jeremy Pargo. But a 
team can ride a player of Adam 
Morrison’s quality a long way. 

UCLA. The Bruins have a collection 
of young forwards who keep the team 
from being overwhelmed inside, but 
they’re raw. In reality, this team is a 
year away. But so was Arizona in 1997. 
This UCLA squad tends to play down 
to lesser competition, partly a function 
of youth but also a matter of 
arrogance. Fellas, it’s nice your 
program has all those banners, but 
you only get another if you play hard 
consistently. 

Arizona. If you have Hassan Adams 
in your argument for the Wildcats as 
champs, I’m listening. Arizona will 
have to improve its perimeter 
shooting, and the arrival of Jawann 
McClellan fixes only so much. Better 
shot selection and more determined 
execution will matter more. TSN 


Good, but not great 


You might see one of these teams at 
the Final Four. But you won't see any of 
them on the trophy stand. 


wun 


Brown 


Illinois. No one’s saying the Illini have 
no chance to make the short trip to 
Indianapolis. But that’s a long road to 
travel on defense alone. Even with 
All-American guard Dee Brown and 
four-year starting center James Augustine, 
the Illini don’t have anyone who averages 
15 points. 

Florida. To this point, the Gators have 
not defeated an elite team, and there 
won't be much chance to change that in 
the SEC. No one on the team who matters 
has been a part of beating an NCAA 
Tournament opponent better than Ohio U. 

Louisville. The Cardinals’ position in 
the preseason top 10 was based on 
potential, and they are far removed from 
fulfilling it. Injuries have kept center David 
Padgett and forward Juan Palacios from 
enough practice time. 

Kansas. You might think there’s no 
need for the Jayhawks to be mentioned. 
But in case they get close—and it could 
happen—I want to be able to prove | at 
least thought about them. 
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CHARLIE NEIBERGALL / AP 


In getting seven at-large teams into the 
NCAA Tournament from 1999 to 2004, 
the Missouri Valley Conference 
benefited from the large separation 
between its best teams and the rest. 
The average MVC at-large team was 
14-4 in league play. But last season, 


Creighton and Northern lowa made it with 11-7 


this season suggests the most 
balanced MVC in years, with eight of 
the 10 teams losing at least twice in 
their first five conference games. 
With the MVC ranked fifth in the 
conference RPI standings at the 
start of the week, six teams still can 
view themselves as contenders for 
NCAA bids. > Texas SF P 
says he gets juiced up every time he 
scores a basket: “Whether it’s a 15- 
footer, a drive for a layup, a fast 
break—just playing, when my team’s 
doing well, that gives me energy,’ But 
the Longhorns’ renaissance largely 
has been a function of setting up 
Tucker more frequently on the right 
block, where he is too powerful and 
jumps too quickly for most wings 
guarding him. The Longhorns don't 
want to be predictable and want to 
rotate Tucker, F/C 

2 and PF B in 
various positions on the court, but 
everything has to start with Tucker as 
the primary low-post option. > 
Kentucky SG Pat , who 
averaged 11.0 points in his first 
season with the Wildcats, played six 
consecutive games without reaching 
double figures and shot just 3-of-21 
from the field in a four-game stretch 
at the end of this season’s 
preconference schedule. His lowest 
point was being shut out by Kansas 
in 15 minutes of playing time. 
Coach says Sparks has 
been weighed down with too much 
ballhandling responsibility and that 
the Wildcats have not done an 
adequate job of screening for him. 
> How long would any college 
athletic director last running a 


program as sloppy as USA 
Basketball? The poorly constructed 


records, the kind of stuff you ordinarily see from at- 
large teams in the big-money conferences. Early play 


Sparks is having a tough 
time finding his scoring 
touch. 


Louisville C 


2004 Olympic team was bad | 


JAMES CRISP / AP 


tt hasn't exactly been 

back of the Cardinals’ defense. He’s 6-11, but he gives up the 
baseline too easily to driving opponents and is vulnerable to 
drop-steps. Plus, he fouled out of his first two Big East games. “I’m 
getting into bad habits, swatting down at balls,” Padgett says. “Coach 
has been telling me about that, but | haven't really gotten out of the 
habit.” Padgett, a transfer from Kansas, missed most of this year's 
preseason practices because of injuries and believes that slowed his 
defensive progress. On offense, though, he has shown improving 
inside skill. He scored at least 10 points in 10 of his first 13 games. 


enough. Now, UConn PG 
s has admitted to ESPN 
he quit on the U.S. team in the 
U-21 World Championships after 
learning he likely would be arrested 
in connection with on-campus 
computer thefts when he returned 


home. The committee selecting the team took Williams 
and sent home a more talented player, Memphis 


PG Darius W . That's 
horrendous judgment. > How quickly 
has Tennessee coach Pearl fit 


into his new surroundings? The Vols 
opened with a 10-1 record. And SEC 
colleague D says, “You 
would have a hard time finding any 
new coach in the country that has 
injected more life and energy into his 
program than Bruce Pearl.” And most 
important, Pearl has overcome the 
language barrier since moving to 
Knoxville. He says the SEC East's 
basketball teams have been so 
impressive that they all appear 
“bowl-eligible.” 


TIMOTHY D. EASLEY / AP 


at the 


In high school, you 
were always around the 
ball. In college, 
sometimes you also are 
screening, and 
sometimes you are 
flashing. I’m screening 
10 times more in college 
than in high school. I 
had one game this 
season where | didn’t 
score, and I only got two 
shots. In high school if 
you missed your first 
two shots, it’s no big 
deal because you're 
going to get 20 more. 

The first time I put 
on the Brockman 
Washington jersey, it 
was for a photo shoot. | 
sat there in front of my 
locker, and I was like, 
“Wow. This is really 
happening.” When we 
played Gonzaga, that’s 
when it hit me that I 
was playing big-time 
college basketball. It 
was a big crowd, loud, a 
lot of big-time players 
on the court. My first 
Pac-10 game, against 
Arizona State, I got 
knocked out cold. I was 
playing post defense, 
and from what I hear, | 
got elbowed in the face and dropped to 
the ground. I don’t remember much of 
the second half. 

This is an awesome school. The 
hardest class I had the first semester 
was about the history of the military in 
the United States. In high school, you 
have homework and papers to help your 
grade, but with this class, it was all based 
on your midterm and final, and you had a 
lot of note taking. It was an 8:30 a.m. 
class—but I did make it every day. 


Brockman still can get to the hoop; he just doesn’t do it 
as much as he did in high school. 


ELAINE THOMPSON / AP 


My roommate is (freshman center) Joe 
Wolfinger. We're two big bodies in a little 
dorm room, but we’re becoming good 
friends. We take the dining hall pretty 
seriously. My favorite is when they have 
“Breakfast for Dinner” nights. 

When! do have free time, I'll go toa 
teammate’s house and just hang out and 
watch movies or play video games—my 
favorite is Halo 2. But a lot of times, the 
best thing to do is just lie down fora 
couple of minutes and shut your eyes. 


MICHAEL E. PALMER / AP 


BIG BLOG ON CAMPUS 


Views from the student section at sportingnews.com 


From Scott Latta, Alabama Crimson White 

When this basketball season is over, it 
will be nice to look back to the SEC opener, 
seemingly a meaningless Saturday night 
home game against middle of the road 
Mississippi, and say, “What if?” 

Alabama lost a lot more than a 
conference game that night; it lost a leader 
and an integral part of its team. Forward 
Chuck Davis (knee) is a guy who struggled 
as a freshman, stumbled through his 
sophomore year, was impressive his junior 
year and was ready to take over his senior year. With Kennedy 
Winston declaring for the draft after last season, it is two likely 
preseason Wooden candidates the Crimson Tide has lost. 

It would be easy for coach Mark Gottfried to play the “What 
if?” game. But he never has been the type to do that. Instead of 
wallowing in self-pity, he would rather tie his shoes a little tighter 
and get ready to play. 

Look to see who's blogging from your school at 
sportingnews.com/cbasketball/campuswatch, 


Eric Hicks, F, Cincinnati 

With the first 
triple double of his 
career—an 
astonishing 
performance at 
Marquette—Hicks 
put himself into the 
same sentence as 
Bearcats greats 
Oscar Robertson 
and Kenyon Martin. 
(Robertson had 10 
of them, so the 
sentence is mostly 
about him.) Hicks 
scored 22 points, 
grabbed 10 
rebounds and 
blocked 10 shots in 
the win over the 
Golden Eagles. In Cincinnati’s first two Big East wins, 
both against old Conference USA opponents, Hicks 
averaged 21.0 points and 13.5 rebounds and shot 
60.0 percent. 

Get a full slate of weekly awards at sportingnews.com. 


AL BEHRMAN / AP 


TSNSWEET16 sss. 
the world of college hoops 


1. J.J. Redick, Duke 1. Rodney Carney, Memphis 1. Paul Millsap, La. Tech 1. Big Ten bullies spend week beating up one another. 
2. PJ. Tucker, Texas 2. Hassan Adams, Arizona 2. LaMarcus Aldridge, Texas 2. Sleep expert: Pac-10 games not worth staying up for. 
3. J.P Batista, Gonzaga 3. Mo Ager, Michigan State 3. Marcus Slaughter, SDSU 3. Buckeyes lose game, will welcome Oden after all. 

4. D.J. White, Indiana 4. Rudy Gay, Connecticut 4. Aaron Gray, Pitt 4. Baylor plays first game since taking third in rec league. 
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( The new year rings in a new opportunity for Dale Earnhardt Jr. and crew. 


ast year members of the 
No. 8 crew were disparaged 
a lot. They were yelled at 
and spit on, and things were 
thrown at them. Not exactly 
the glamorous life of big-time auto 
racing that you might envision. 

To say the guys were down is 
an understatement. And, at times, 
it was painful to watch. Dale 
Earnhardt Jr. had a rough year, by 
far his worst since before his first 
Busch title. He finished 19th in 
points and scored just one 
victory and 13 top 10s, including 
seven top fives. The only true 
highlight—other than winning the 
most popular driver award for the 
fourth consecutive year—was the 
win at Chicagoland. 

The crew members didn’t give 
up, even though they worked 
under three chiefs during the 
season. It wasn’t until Tony Eury 
Jr. returned in his familiar 
Budweiser red attire at New 
Hampshire that the tide began to 
turn. So did the demeanor of the 
men on the team. 

Though things were far from 
perfect, the attitude picked up 
noticeably in the Chase for the 
NASCAR Nextel Cup. The results 
from the last 10 races don’t show 
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it, but the team’s overall 
intermediate program improved 
considerably. 

The team will try to build on 
that and a couple of other minor 
bright spots in 2006. Earnhardt 
ranked ninth among his fellow 
competitors on short tracks, even 
without leading a lap. His 
reputation on restrictor-plate 
tracks speaks for itsel/—he would 
like to forget his two Talladega 
outings, but he finished third 
both times at Daytona in 2005. 


Double trouble 


Considering the caliber of drivers double dipping this 
year, it’s a distinct possibility a Nextel Cup regular will be 
the 2006 Busch Series champion. 

Get a load of the Busch credentials of these Cup drivers 
who will compete full time on NASCAR's No. 2 circuit: 

Busch Series champion, 2001 

Clint Bowyer Busch Series runner-up, 2005 

Kyle Busch Busch Series runner-up, 2004 

Carl Edwards Third, Nextel Cup and Busch Series, 2005 

Reed Sorenson Fourth, Busch Series, 2005 

Denny Hamlin Fifth, Busch Series, 2005 

Pepper in Greg Biffle, the 2002 Busch champion, and 
Jamie McMurray and the Busch Series promises to be a 


star-studded spectacular. 


This week the Cup Series will 
test at Daytona, a track where 
Earnhardt has experienced 
tremendous pleasure and 
immense pain. When the No. 8 
comes off the bright-red 
transporter and the season starts 
anew, familiar faces will surround 
Earnhardt. 

Eury handpicked the best pit 
crew members off the Nos. 8 and 
15 to make up the over-the-wall 
gang. The front tire combination 
will consist of changer Chris 


Crumley and carrier Shawn Ward. 
Changer Greg Burkhart and 
carrier Troy Prince will cover rear 
tire duties. Brian “Hootie” Chase 
returns to jack, and Jeff Clark will 
be the gasman with Craig Lund at 
catch can. This bunch is an 
improvement over last season’s 
inconsistent squad. 

What really makes this a team 
now is Earnhardt’s ability to bond 
with his boys. He took the new 
crew on ride-alongs last fall at 
Lowe’s Motor Speedway, not only 
to show his appreciation but so 
the team could understand what 
goes on inside the cockpit. And 
it’s not unusual for the guys to 
hang out at Junior’s house and 
race go-karts or radio-controlled 
cars. The effort Earnhardt is 
putting in toward making the 
No. 8 a true team will pay off in 
the long run—perhaps as early as 
Daytona. 

Junior can’t afford to put the 
No. 8 on cruise control after the 
500, so if he can avoid the ghosts 
of bad performances that have 
haunted him at California and Las 
Vegas, this team should have no 
trouble duplicating the success it 
enjoyed in 2004. 

Then last season will become 
just another bad memory in the 
rearview mirror. TSN 


HAROLD HINSON FOR TSN (2) 


Bill Davis Racing will field 
three teams at Daytona; 

ke r will pull 
able duty paneer 
trucks and the No, 23 
Cup car. Former Penske 
South crew chief Larry 

r has been retained 

as a consultant and will 
primarily assist Skinner's 
team through 
Speedweeks. Dave 

ney returns to BDR in 


reunited with former 
Richard vupaless ee 
crew chief K lin, | p will make his 
debut forthe organisation | in the No. 56 i in February—the 
Nos. 22 and 55 will test next week, but former Winston 
West driver and current rear tire changer Tom Hubert will 
sub for Waltrip. Tony Anderson, a six-year BDR veteran 
who was the chief mechanic for the 22, has been 
promoted to car chief. > Kurt Busch was at Lakeland 
(Fla.) Speedway last Wednesday getting acquainted with 
his new team. Breaking in the No. 2 car with Busch was 
crew chief R y and new car chief Corey 

r, who honed his skills on Ryan Newman's Penske 
team that won six races in nine Busch Series starts last 
year.  RCR tested with Nextel Cup rookie Clint 
and Jeff Burton last month at Nashville Speedway. 
Bowyer got valuable experience while crew chief Gil 

in gathered data. The No. 07 team is ahead of 
schedule with four cars—two speedway, one downforce 
and one intermediate—ready to race. Bowyer starts the 
season on solid footing because the core of his Busch 


Considering Nextel Cup champion To 
not surprising he's blowing off testing there this week to concentrate on competing in 
the 20th annual Chili Bow! Midget Nationals in Tulsa, Okla. Smoke won the Chili Bowl 
title in 2002 and this year will face an operas field of 270 competitors, Pas 

the No, 22 and will be teve Kinser, Danny Laso: 


’s dramatic Daytona victory in July, it’s 


(i and Kase >. As happened last year, ! 


hin will fill in for Stewart in the No. 20 Chevrolet during testing. 


Series crew will accompany him to Cup. Additions to his 
team faciude crew chief Dé ff and car chief 
‘ , » Burton's jacknal ost, who 
catered cut bfendons and sive and a shattered 
ankle when he was hit by Rt Nallace’s car on pit road 
in May at Talladega, returned to RCR in November and is 
expected to return to the roster for Daytona. > Jon Wood 
will return to the Craftsman Truck Series at Daytona and 
California to help get the new Wood Brothers/JTG Racing 
program up to speed. He will be joined by Busch Series 
teammate Stacy Co 1, whose crew chief on the 
No. 57 Ford is Robert Yates Racing crew chief Ernie 

ope, Compton’s former chief, Chris Rice tote Kevin 
Harvick Inc’s No. 33 CTS team and Ron Hornaday. Wood 
aid Compton will hand off truck driving to Pikieg Bobby 
East and Mare se later in the season. >Jim 

an moved from the No. 9 Evernham Motorsports 

team to be car chief for David Stremme on the No. 40 
Dodge. 


s Ambr 


MB2 Motorsports will havea couple of ringers in the stable 
for Speedweeks. Bill Elliott will return to Daytona, this time 
behind the wheel of the No. 36 Chevrolet in the Bud 
Shootout and the 500. Although Elliott-who has won two 
Daytona 500s—skipped the past two, he raced for 


Evernham Motorsports and Ganassi Racing in the last two 
Bud Shootouts, Elliott, who will work with crew chief Frank 
Stoddard, joins MB2 teammate Sterling Marlin, also a 
two-time Daytona 500 winner. 


WILL LESTER / ISLAND VALLEY DAILY BULLETIN / AP 


NASCAR needs to incorporate 
one free test into its new 
testing policy to allow teams 


and drivers to work on 

weaknesses. The data 

collected at Kentucky, 

Nashville and Milwaukee 
be sufficient. 


Dodge will regret cutting its 
support in the Craftsman 
Truck Series. Sure, the series 
can be a bottomless pit, 
especially given Toyota's 
increasing involvement, but 
Dodge's move is like throwing 


Keep an eye on Casey Mears. 
As the senior driver at Chip 
Ganassi Racing, Mears, 27, 
should get the equipment he 
needs to have a breakthrough 
season. And with Donnie 
Wingo on the pit box, a 
winless season will be 
unacceptable. 
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h Need some fast facts? 


We've compiled them all in our 
officially licensed NASCAR Record & Fact 


Book, now available at 

sporti 

Dial 800-825-8508 or buy one ata 
newsstand and give it to a friend- 


then borrow it form him until October. 
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BASEBALL 


INSIDER & DAVE SHEININ 


Alfonso Soriano and the Nats are playing a game a.) 
chicken: Who will give in first? 


Digging in for a battle at second 


n true inside-the-Beltway fashion, 


the Nationals brass was in full 
spin mode when it pulled off one 
of the winter meetings’ biggest 
trades by getting second 
baseman Alfonso Soriano from the 
Rangers in a three-for-one swap. 
The Nationals already had a 
second baseman—franchise 
cornerstone Jose Vidro—but they 
indicated that was of no concern. 
Soriano, the team insisted, would be 
fine with a move to left field. And if 
not, one team executive boasted, 
general manager Jim Bowden 
“has never backed down from 
a fight.” 


Karl Rove couldn’t have strikeouts to deal Vidro, but that will be nearly 
said it better. and his impossible until Vidro proves his 
But if that is true, defense, right knee is sound. That might take 


Bowden would be well 
advised to do one of two 
things: Get himself in 


fighting shape, or trade With Soriano in Bowden’s best hope may be for 
Soriano, preferably for the mix, the Nats’ the Orioles to hang on to Miguel 
starting pitching. Because if double-play combo Tejada. Then one of the teams 


Bowden, Soriano and Vidro 
show up at spring training, 
there is certain to be 
trouble. 

Soriano has been 
consistent in his 
stance: /’m not 
switching 


positions. He said it in the days after 
the trade. He said it again while in 
the Dominican Republic. He has said 
it to friends in private conversations. 
For that matter, he had been saying it 
to the Rangers all along. He probably 
would have said it to the Nationals, if 
they had bothered to ask him. 
Bowden is a master salesman, but 
even he is unlikely to change 
Soriano’s mind— 
something it appears 
he has begun to 
realize. Although 
some decry Soriano’s 
lack of plate 
discipline, his 


Bowden loves 
his intoxicating 


is one man 
heavy. 


combination of power and speed. 

The showman in Bowden also is 
aware Soriano is the Nationals’ 
biggest attraction, no small matter at 
a time when the honeymoon is 
quickly wearing off in Washington, 
amid bickering about the team’s 
proposed new stadium. 

And speaking of stadiums, if 
Soriano thinks he dislikes the 
Nationals now, let him get a load of 
RFK Stadium’s cavernous power 
alleys, where home run balls go to 
die. It’s just what Soriano needs the 
season before he becomes a free 
agent. 

No doubt, Bowden would prefer 


What is it with stars 
whose minds change 
depending on how the 
situation benefits them? 
A-Rod, announce you're 
playing in the World 
Baseball Classic (and 
for whom), or shut up. 
Manny, demand a trade 
(and quit yapping about 
a contract extension), 
or shut up. Miggy, that 
goes for you, too. 


well into the spring, or even April. 
And even then, Vidro’s contract 
would make him tough to move. 


Baltimore spurned might be so 
wrapped up in the idea of adding a 
power-hitting middle infielder that it 
would be willing to part with a No. 1 
or 2 starter for Soriano. 


G Pitchers and catchers 


report in a little over a 


; month... until then, get your 
Just one word of caution to those —_pacehall fix with one of TSN's 


teams: Be sure you have an opening books. Check them out at 
at second base. TSN _sportingnews.com/books. 
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The year ended none too soon for the Orioles—who endured one of the worst 
periods of any franchise in recent memory, when you factor in the off-field 
turmoil—but not before one last embarrassment. At the December 29 
memorial service for franchise foundation Elrod Hendricks, the 
congregation included such former Orioles as Brooks Robinson, 

Cal Ripken and Eddie Murray, but only one current Oriole, 

3B Melvin Mora, showed up. There is perhaps no greater proof of 

the disconnect between the old Oriole Way and the disgraceful 

current state of the franchise. > RHP Roger Clemens is keeping his 
thoughts about pitching in 2006 to himself, but speculation is he will sit out 
the first few months of the season, then negotiate a deal to return to the Astros, 


perhaps after the All-Star break. Why? To avoid a decline like last September's. 
Those late months would feel like May and June. > Could the White Sox be any 
better situated? They upgraded their World Series-winning lineup and 
_ fotation, and they have only one unsigned player eligible for 
S arbitration, 3B Joe Crede. Don't expect them to glide through that 
process, though. Crede is represented by Scott Boras, who has a 
less than amicable relationship with the White Sox front office. > 
The Twins could have benefited from taking former Twin Cities fave 
3B Corey Koskie off the Blue Jays’ hands. Toronto even was willing to 
eat about a fourth of the $11.5 million owed to Koskie. The Twins, however, took 
a pass, citing financial woes. Such is life in owner Carl Pohlad’s realm. 
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@ rough start in 
, Johnson went 


Starting pitchers 


ANGELS The top of the rotation should be team’s ongoing pitching problems. They 


strong with RHPs Bartolo Colon and John are veterans with proven track records. 

Lackey, though Colon has shoulder issues. RED SOX RHPs Curt Schilling and Josh 

Versatile RHP Kelvim Escobar is returning Beckett could provide a powerful 1-2 

after spending most of last season on the punch, but can they stay healthy? 

D.L. RHP Ervin Santana has become more Beckett's competitive streak should fit well 

consistent. ATHLETICS LHP Barry Zito in Boston, and Schilling is determined to 

has perhaps the best bounce back. 

curveball in the RHP Jonathan 

majors and leads an nace nroniem Papelbon could win 

elite rotation. Mee ee eee eee a spot after 

RHP Rich Harden The Indians fell short in their impressive work as a 

regularly throws in the ( 4 reliever late last 

upper 90s, though ae ce ree oy - season, ROYALS Fa 
his durability is a parra, Ur brian The team added % 
concern. Giles and RHP Trevor Hoffman. RHP Scott Elarton z 
RHP Esteban Loaiza _‘The struggles to land those and LHP Mark 3 
has a wicked cutter, players indicates Cleveland, Redman to eat = 
RHPs Dan Haren and _—despite its improved play and innings and ease the o 
Joe Blanton are strong front office reputation, still burden on young starter, and RHPs Brad Radke and Carlos 
blossoming into is not much of a free-agent draw. RHPs Zack Greinke Silva are reliable. RHP Kyle Lohse has 
stars. BLUE JAYS and RHP Runelvys had two straight disappointing seasons. 
RHP Roy Halladay’s Hernandez. RHP Joe WHITE SOX LHP Mark Buehrle and 
curveball was snapping last season like it Mays could win the No. 5 spot, but keep RHPs Jon Garland, Jose Contreras, 

did when he won the 2003 Cy Young. an eye on promising LHP J.P Howell and Freddy Garcia and Javier Vazquez all can 
RHP A.J. Burnett has limitless potential, RHP Denny Bautista. TIGERS The club throw 200-plus innings and win at least 
though injuries and consistency have been hopes the experience LHP Kenny Rogers 15 games. This is the deepest—and best— 
problems. Finesse RHP Josh Towers allows brings to the staff will help the rotation in baseball. YANKEES LHP Randy 

a lot of hits but gets a lot of ground balls. development of RHP Jeremy Bonderman % Johnson battled inconsistency in his 

LHP Ted Lilly struggled with location in and LHPs Mike Maroth and Nate #)S mechanics last season, but he was 

2005. LHP Gustavo Chacin won 13 games Robertson. Bonderman is a consistent |< better after the All-Star break. RHP Mike 

as a rookie but left too many pitches up. changeup away from stardom. Maroth S Mussina is a proven veteran. 

DEVIL RAYS Of all of the team’s question has the most to gain from Rogers’ arrival 2 RHPs Chien-Ming Wang, Shawn Chacon 
marks, starting pitching is the biggest. The because both are finesse lefthanders. § ©) 7) 7ciriessne/e) 2 and Carl Pavano are the best bets to 
rotation probably will be headed by TWINS LHP Johan Santana is an elite & round out the rotation. 


LHP Scott Kazmir, and it also figures to 
include LHPs Mark Hendrickson and 
Casey Fossum and RHPs Doug Waechter 
and Seth McClung. INDIANS Young 
LHPs C.C. Sabathia and Cliff Lee are the 
dual aces, RHPs Jason Johnson and Paul 
Byrd will be counted on to churn out 
quality starts. RHP Jake Westbrook has an 
outstanding sinker but needs to be more 
consistent. MARINERS The team added a upa full-time spot in center field for form 
quality arm in LHP Jarrod Washburn, but supersub Chone Figgins, who ha 
much of the focus will be on RHP Felix the speed and athleticism to pl 
Hernandez, 19. He is STN Re ek rane it 

must improve on ro 


expected to mature into a ‘ a : pestle 
star eventually. ORIOLES Swisher A>" positioning. ... The 


RHP Rodrigo Lopez is the 
nominal staff ace. Emerging sai » Swisher will move 

LHP Erik Bedard has been » field to first base. Swis 
coveted by other teams. : ' 
RHP Daniel Cabrera has a 
heavy fastball and a big 
curveball. Look for him to 
benefit most from the 
tutelage of new pitching 
coach Leo Mazzone. 
RANGERS RHPs Kevin 
Millwood, Vicente Padilla and Adam 
Eaton have been added to solve the 
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CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Spencer Fordin; Boston, lan Browne; Chicago, Scott Merkin; Cleveland, Anthony Castrovince; Detroit, Jason Beck; Kansas City, Dick 
Kaegel; Los Angeles, Mike Scarr; Minnesota, Kelly Thesier; New York, Mark Feinsand; Oakland, Mychael Urban; Seattle, Doug Miller; Tampa Bay, Bill Chastain; Texas, 
Jesse Sanchez; Toronto, Jordan Bastian. 
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ASTROS The club hopes RHP Roger 
Clemens will re-sign after May 1, but it 
isn't counting on it. RHP Roy Oswalt and 
LHP Andy Pettitte can be dominating, and 
RHP Brandon Backe has his moments. 
BRAVES The rotation again could be one 
of the N.L’s most formidable. RHPs John 
Smoltz and Tim Hudson are co-aces, and 
there could be enviable depth with 

LHP Horacio Ramirez and RHPs John 
Thomson, Jorge Sosa and Kyle Davies. 
Ramirez, though, needs to regain his 
aggressiveness, BREWERS RHP Ben 
Sheets tops a rotation that changed little. 
He finished last season on the D.L. with a 
torn back muscle but should start on 
opening day. Doug Davis and Chris 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Steve Gilbert; Atlanta, Mark Bowman; Chicago, Carrie Muskat; Cincinnati, Mark Sheldon; Colorado, Thomas Harding; Florida, Joe Frisaro; Houston, Alyson Footer; Los Angeles, 


Starting pitchers 


Capuano, though often overlooked, are 
among the top lefthanders in the N.L. 
CARDINALS Once again, this rotation 
should be one of baseball’s best and 
deepest. RHP Chris Carpenter and 

LHP Mark Mulder are an elite duo, and 
RHP Sidney Ponson, a candidate for the 
No. 5 job, could be an excellent bargain if 
he is healthy and in shape. CUBS 

RHP Kerry Wood (shoulder) won't be ready 
by opening day. RHP Carlos Zambrano is a 
workhorse, but his participation in the 
World Baseball Classic is a concern 
because it could lead to him getting worn 
down. DIAMONDBACKS RHP Brandon 
Webb needs to step into the No. 1 role. He 
had a breakout year in 2005; his control, 
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The Braves can use recently acquired 


defense, bunting and ability 

to hold runners all improved. 
RHP Russ Ortiz must be the 
innings-eater the club thought 
it was getting last offseason. 
DODGERS All five starters are 
capable of throwing 180 to 
220 innings. RHPs Brad Penny 
and Derek Lowe form a strong 
1-2 punch. LHP Odalis Perez can be a 
solid No. 3 if he gets his act together. New 
RHPs Brett Tomko and Jae Seo round out 
the rotation. GIANTS The starters could be 
solid, provided RHP Jason Schmidt stays 
healthy and RHP Matt Morris gives up 
fewer homers pitching in SBC Park. Rookie 
RHP Matt Cain throws in the mid-90s. 
MARLINS LHP Dontrelle Willis, coming off 
a 22-win season, is the ace and face of 
the franchise. At least eight pitchers will 
vie for the four remaining rotation spots; 
veteran RHP Brian Moehler likely will earn 
one of them. METS The starters probably 
will make the greatest difference in the 
team’s pursuit of the N.L. East title. 

RHP Pedro Martinez's inflamed big toe is 
an issue. If he can make around 32 starts, 


Martinez 


OF Matt Diaz, a righthanded power hitter, 
in a platoon with lefthanded hitters Ryan 
Langerhans or Kelly Johnson in left field. 
Diaz has produced impressive numbers 
against lefthanded pitchers in brief stints 
with the Devil Rays and Royals. 


the club will be in position to prosper. 
NATIONALS RHP Ramon Ortiz has been 
added to the rotation, but he gave up 34 
home runs with the Reds last season. 
RHP Tony Armas has had shoulder 
problems since 2003. PADRES RHP Jake 
Peavy is an anchor few clubs can match, 
but everyone else is iffy. The newcomers, 
LHP Shawn Estes and RHP Chris Young, 
could benefit from Petco Park’s vast 
dimensions. PHILLIES The rotation is 
solid. RHP Brett Myers is a future ace. 
RHPs Jon Lieber, Cory Lidle and Ryan 
Franklin are durable. PIRATES This group 
is high on talent, short on experience. New 
pitching coach Jim Colborn needs to turn 
around LHP Oliver Perez and RHP Kip 
Wells. Second-year LHPs Zach Duke and 
Paul Maholm need to be 
effective over a full season. 
REDS The league's worst 
rotation in 2005 has changed 
little. RHP Paul Wilson is 
coming off major shoulder 
surgery. LHP Eric Milton, a 
fly-ball pitcher, has not been a 
good fit for Great American 
Ball Park. At least LHP Dave 
Williams, the only newcomer, 
keeps the ball down. 
ROCKIES LHP Jeff Francis is 
the only returning starter who 
pitched a full season in 2005. 
RHPs Jason Jennings, Aaron 
Cook and Zach Day are 
sinkerball specialists who were 
injured last year. 


WINTER WARRIORS 


Cardinals OF John Rodriguez has 
hit well in Puerto Rico and could put 
pressure on So Taguchi and Larry 
Bigbie in the club’s wide-open left 
field competition. C 
has been a DH in Puerto Rico. The 
Cardinals wanted Molina to get as 
many at-bats as possible while 
avoiding the wear and tear of 
catching. ... Rockies RHP David 
Cortes has been impressive in 
Mexico and could earn a spot in the 
bullpen, though the club has brought 
in several veterans. Cortes has been 
honing his pitches, including the 
sinker he added last season. 
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John Schlegel; Milwaukee, Adam McCalvy; New York, Marty Noble; Philadelphia, Ken Mandel; Pittsburgh, Ed Eagle; St. Louis, Matthew Leach; San Diego, Lyle Spencer; San Francisco, Rich Draper; 


Washington, Bill Ladson. 
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BY GEORGE WINKLER 


Keeper leagues provide 
fantasy owners the opportunity 
to manage a team year-round. In 
the most common keeper league setups, an 
owner is allowed to retain one to three 
players from the previous season’s roster, 
usually sacrificing a draft pick that 
corresponds to the player’s value. For 
example, keeping LaDainian Tomlinson 
would mean giving up a first-round pick in 
the 2006 draft. 

Building a successful team in a keeper 
league requires owners to consider not only 
whether a player can help immediately but 
whether he can produce in seasons to 
come. If you haven't played in a keeper 
league, it’s a fun challenge to undertake. If 
you're in one, a few simple strategies—and 
the verdicts in Judgment Call—will help you 
make tough decisions this offseason. 

Lean on backs. Just as in the early rounds 
of a standard fantasy draft, running backs 
are at a premium in keeper leagues. The 
drop in scoring output from the top players 


IN YOUR FACE 


If you want to look deceptively 
skinny, get fat friends. If you want to 
look deceptively talented, replace 
Kyle Orton as the starting 
quarterback. 

HBO and the Ravens hooked 
up a few years ago. Now, Cinemax 
has contacted the Texans because 


they lie down more eagerly than the stars of the cable 


network's After Dark programming. 


es FANTASY SOURCE 


Holding on to a back 
such as Tomlinson 
might cost you on 

draft day, but he'll pay 
you back nicely when 
the season starts. 


to the next tier is more drastic among 
running backs than at any other position, 
which puts elite backs a cut above all other 
keeper options. Tomlinson, Shaun 
Alexander, Larry Johnson and Edgerrin 
James are among the backs who make it 
worth giving up anything else to keep them. 

Serve youth. Because you're playing to 
win in the future as well as this year, it’s 
important to give weight to younger 
players when ranking keeper candidates. 
Tiki Barber would be a slam-dunk pick over 
Cadillac Williams in a nonkeeper league. 
But with Barber turning 31 in April and 
Williams entering his second season, 
Williams is likely to get the nod in keeper 
leagues. 

Stay off the fringe. Stick to keeping 
running backs, quarterbacks and wide 
receivers. With the exception of Antonio 
Gates, there isn’t a tight end whose numbers 
distinguish him from the pack. Meanwhile, 
the values of kickers and defenses fluctuate 
from year to year, so don’t be the bonehead 
who decides to break new ground by keeping 
one of those. 


flaunt his skills in 
a new league. 


Insights from the editors of Fantasy Source Football, your online 
fantasy authority: fantasygames.sportingnews.com/football. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


ey \. 


On the docket: Eli Manning vs. Michael Vick. 

Arguments: Manning plays with Tiki Barber, 
Plaxico Burress and Jeremy Shockey; Vick’s 
athleticism is intriguing. 

Verdict: Manning. Yes, Manning had only 
four touchdown passes in his final five 
regular-season games, but he'll improve with 
the talent around him. Vick is too inconsistent 
and injury-prone. 


On the docket: 
vs, 
: Ronnie Brown. 
i a ane Arguments: 
J Williams is Tampa 
7 Bay’s top back, and 
Brown figures to be 
~ Miami's lone threat if 
it trades Ricky 

Williams. 

Verdict: Williams. 
Brown still is 
unproven because of the Dolphins’ time-share 
system. Williams already has proved himself. 


On the docket: Steve Smith vs. Chad 
Johnson. 

Arguments: Smith was the top fantasy 
receiver in 2005, and Johnson provided stellar 
stats for the third straight season. 

Verdict: Smith. The Bengals have 
overpowering strength on offense, but Smith’s 
breakout season was no fluke. He is slightly 
better than C.J. —Roger Kuznia 


Don’t wave goodbye to 
Doug Flutie yet. Bill Parcells 
might sign the drop-kicker 
next season after he cuts. 
Billy Cundiff for the seventh 
time. 

Now that he has a cell 
phone, Maurice Clarett is 
set for his Joe Horn-like end 
zone celebration—in the 
prisoners-vs.-guards 
matchup, that is. 

Willis McGahee, the 
self-proclaimed best back in 


football, won't get near the Pro Bowl without a ticket. Don’t 
worry, though; Mike Tice probably has one for sale. —Chris Bahr 
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he new movie Glory Road 

tells a basketball story 

that begins with cacti, 

armadillos and vagabonds 

in the great outback of 
west Texas. The movie isn’t true 
in every fact, but it’s true in 
every heartbeat. “If you're over 
40 years old, the movie reminds 
you how it was,” says Nevil Shed, 
who knows. “And if you’re under 
40, it reminds you that what you 
have today, somebody paid for a 
long time ago.” 

On March 19, 1966, Shed, 
recruited to the desert out of the 
South Bronx, made a free throw 
that gave Texas Western College 
a 10-9 lead over Kentucky in the 
NCAA championship game. Texas 
Western kept that lead into history. The 
Miners won, 72-65, and became the most 
unlikely college basketball champions ever. 
They also changed America. 

How much of a change, we can argue. It was 
only a game. But Texas Western won using 
seven black players, no white players. Its 
victory came against a dynastic Kentucky 
program that, like dozens of the time, had no 
black players. As a result, some barriers 
erected by a century of racial discrimination 
came down. 

Almost 40 years after that free throw, Shed 
draws himself up to his full 6-8 height and with 
infectious good cheer shouts, “When you have 
a song to sing, sing it. We have a song. We have 
a movie. You need to see it. It happened in 
1966. It’s about young men with the courage to 
dream about being the best they could be. Not 
ame team, a we team. That’s a song we need 
to hear sung.” 

The song is also about race. Only a few 
people in 1966 spoke of it. Sports Illustrated's 
report on the championship game did not 
mention black and white. Years later, as the 
racial evolution of athletics became complete, 
sportswriter David Israel called that game “the 
Brown v. Board of Education of college 


If you're in El Paso and wanting a box of Wheaties, 
you better get yourself to the store NOW. 


dkindred @ sportingnews.com 


Haskins thought only 
about winning, not 
race, in the ’66 title 
game against 
Kentucky. 


basketball.” I called it “the Emancipation 
Proclamation.” 

The movie, being a movie, comes heavy 
with race during the 1966 NCAA Tournament. 
It includes an ugly scene in which players’ 
hotel rooms are smeared with painted racial 
epithets. “Could have happened” is Shed’s way 
of reporting the fiction. 

His coach, Don Haskins, never saw his 
players discuss the subject of racism. “Not in 
El Paso and not on the road,” Haskins wrote in 
an autobiography. “Race just wasn’t a topic 
that was brought up by the team. We just 
played basketball.” 

In an upset, the movie treats Kentucky fairly. 
Many accounts have portrayed Kentucky and 
coach Adolph Rupp as racist. Glory Road does 
not. Rupp is seen as imperious, arrogant and 
crestfallen in defeat—all true. Explaining the 
movie’s version of Rupp, executive 
producer Chad Oman says, “Our researcher 
could not confirm any Rupp-as-racist 
stories. So we made him a neutral figure.” 

Television station WKYT in Lexington, 

Ky., recently did a documentary on Rupp. 
Sports manager Dick Gabriel confirmed the 
coach’s repeated attempts to break the 
color barrier in the Southeastern 


Conference. Rupp first tried in 
1957, at age 56, the year before 
winning his fourth national 
championship. That year, ina 
parallel universe, Haskins, 27, 
coached the boys and girls high 
school teams in a Texas town of 
500 people. He was four years 
away from Texas Western (now 
Texas-El Paso). 

That Haskins and Rupp should 
meet in an NCAA championship game is the 
stuff of history. Not that players knew it. Texas 
Western star center David Lattin says, “All we 
thought about was winning.” But a 
sportswriter once told CBS television that 
Lattin followed a dunk over Kentucky’s Pat 
Riley by saying, “Take that, honky.” Lattin says: 
“I resent that. My mother would roll over in 
her grave if she thought I said anything like 
that. The Kentucky players were perfect 
gentlemen. Never ugly. Just kids having fun.” 

Best of all, it’s still fun. This month, 
Wheaties cereal boxes carry pictures of the 
Texas Western team. Listen to Nevil Shed: 

“Wheaties. Can you imagine? The Breakfast 
of Champions. I grew up eating Wheaties with 
bananas every morning. And now, on the 
Wheaties box. | feel like I’ve been walking 
around in weighted shoes and somebody just 
took ’em off and I can fly. Never in my life did I 
think that my picture would be on a box of 
Wheaties. 

“A movie's good. But a box of Wheaties.” 

I'm on my way to the 
grocery store right 
now. TSN 
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Full Color Keepsake Magazine 
FOREWORD BY DARRELL ROYAL 


Hook ’em Horns! Celebrate another great chapter 

in University of Texas football history in this special 
collectors edition. Relive the biggest plays and best 
photographs from all 13 games of the Longhorns’ 
perfect season, including 22 pages packed with 
coverage of the spectacular national championship 
victory over Southern California in the Rose Bowl 


We haven’t forgotten the Big 12 championship— 
70-3, who could?—or the guys who come up big 


when the game’s on the line: quarterback Vince 
Young and coach Mack Brown. 144 pages 


Swallalle How! 


Item # O6TX 


CALL NOW T0 ORDER 
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Dept. WY060120 


sportingnews.com/books 
To order by mail: Send check or money order to: The Sporting News, Attn: Book Dept. and 
WY0601 20, P.0. Box 11229, Des Moines, IA 50340. Or fax your order to 515-699-3738 


Also available at 


ean Regionally available where 
at P ? ; magazines are sold throughout Texas 
Dept. WY060120. Shipping & handling: All U.S. and Canadian orders shipped via 
UPS & USPS. No P.0. Boxes please. Charges: For U.S. orders, $3.95 for first book 


$1.95 for each additional book: For Canadian orders, $6.95 for first book, $1.95 for 
each additional book. International rates available upon request 
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